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FOREWORD


When America was very young, running a still was an element of smart farming—grain distilled into spirit doesn’t spoil, it’s easier to transport, and it’s worth more at the market than the raw materials that went into it could ever be. Most of the early settlers came from nations with traditions of distilling—the Finns, the Germans, the Scotch Irish (The Scotch Irish!)—and they got right to work cranking out rough spirit a barrel or two at a time. Hyper-local, small-scale distilling was the norm.


Alexander Hamilton tried to get all the distillers to pay tax, but it didn’t really work. Mostly, the tax was simply ignored. It seems that it was really hard to convince someone to get on a horse and go around asking his neighbors to pay money (which they didn’t have) for making spirits (which they’d always done) to something they couldn’t see (the Feds). It wasn’t a very popular idea.


During the halcyon decade that kicked off with Thomas Jefferson’s repeal of the excise tax on whiskey, in 1802, before the debts incurred during the war of 1812 made those taxes necessary again, there were about 14,000 distilleries in America. Most of them made tiny amounts of booze.


Consolidation came with the dawning industrial age, and the burden of coming up with the cash to cover excise taxes contributed to the steady decline in the number of Americans making ardent spirits. In the years immediately before Prohibition, the number of American distilleries had dwindled into the hundreds. Still, there were hundreds. After Prohibition, there were perhaps a dozen.


And that’s where the industry stayed for decades. When I was a wide-eyed youth wandering the aisles of my grandfather’s liquor store, most if not all of the American labels I saw on the shelves were produced by some iteration of the same distilleries that had successfully weathered the Noble Experiment. Of course there had been takeovers, buyouts, and name changes, but I would suggest that in this context (with a few exceptions) the changes were almost superfluous—just the shifts of big business doing business.


What’s important to realize about the small group of industrial distillers that dominated the twentieth century is that they made (and those that are still in business still make) lots of different products. Today they spend a fair amount of time and money trying to make their products appear as if they were produced by the sorts of people who distilled things before Prohibition. They splash things on their labels like “From the Birthplace of American Whiskey” or “Secret Family Olde Time Recipe” or “Crafted with Care in Snake Hollow.” (None of these are real; they are meant to suggest, not to accuse.) Some of these claims have a tiny grain of truth, but mostly they’re marketing gimmicks. Although it looks as if the American spirits industry is comprised of many small businesses, each with its own label, it isn’t true.


Twenty-five years ago, there were fewer Americans distilling spirits on a small scale than there were Americans milking their own yard cows and chopping down trees to build log cabins, which is to say, maybe three.


When I first started hanging around small distilleries, a couple of years before I met James Rodewald, there still weren’t very many of them. The scene was growing; new ones were opening every week, all over the country, but you could still wrap your head around the entirety of the industry with a few web searches and two phone calls. It was easy to find the key players and the good products.


Then things started to change. More distilleries open every year, and the number of entrants to the industry is increasing dramatically. For example, a report by Michael Kinstlick shows that in 2000, five small distillers entered the industry; in 2005, fifteen; and in 2010, there were more than forty-five. I’d guess that in the fall of 2014 the number of small distillers in America hovers around 450.


Small-scale distilling resonates with our current cultural interest in authenticity and craft, and it seems to satisfy a desire, among a certain segment of our population, to work at something that isn’t abstract, to actually make something.


While their predecessors, the craft brewers, had the advantage of producing something that was distinct and more flavorful than what Big Beer had offered, the distillers had no such edge. For the truth of the matter is that even if the industrial distillers might not have been exactly square about what they were making—it wasn’t distilled six times according to an old family recipe from the birthplace of American whiskey, in other words—it was delicious. Even if everything on the label should be understood as no more truthful than the claims made by Clark Stanley for his Snake Oil Liniment (The Strongest and Best Liniment Known for the Cure of All Pain and Lameness was touted as a cure for neuralgia, sciatica, and lumbago, among other things), it was still good. What was clear was that the small distillers had a chance to do something different. They could actually make little batches of liquor. These mavericks could reclaim an American tradition. They could work with farmers they knew, make something carefully and with intense attention, and sell it to people they also knew—people they might run into at the bank, at the farmers market, at the diner.


Many took this path—artisanal, careful, and transparent—but the industry was soon split. A whole segment of the burgeoning industry got to work simply rebottling something that had been made at a large-scale distiller and calling it their own.


The dispute between these two factions has been the key issue, the central hang-up, in the craft-distilling world. I have seen, and participated in, the arguments, sometimes heated, over what constitutes a craft distiller. It has been the core issue, year after year, at every gathering, judging, and conference I’ve attended. I’ve seen cuts and gibes among the makers, and I’ve sat at conference tables trying to figure out what, exactly, the industry as a whole is supposed to do about the fact that there are two distinctly different businesses lumped together under one tent.


This fight is still raging, and it rages on in these pages.


What James understands, and what he puts on the table here, is that transparency is the key. There are a few ways to get a good product going, and among the makers of the best stuff, there are rarely any lies about how what’s in the bottle is getting there.


Craft distilling is a burgeoning, booming business, very difficult to track, and often hard to make sense of, but James has done just that. By presenting the characters in these pages so honestly and well, James has given us a vital tool in understanding what it is that we’re looking at when we reach for a bottle or call for a cocktail. He hasn’t made an encyclopedia (it would be outdated before it hit the shelves anyway); rather he’s provided an education and delivered the tools consumers will need. Along the way, he’s told some great stories about the business of turning grains and fruits into drinks.




MAX WATMAN


AUTHOR OF Harvest: Field Notes from a Far-Flung Pursuit of Real Food






















INTRODUCTION


For most of a decade, I spent my days—and many of my nights—looking for great things to drink. Unlike most of my fellow travelers, I was getting paid, as drinks editor at Gourmet magazine, to turn people on to the best of what I discovered. I got to taste amazing vintage Champagnes, spectacular single malts, delicious cocktails, wild rums, ancient Armagnacs, incredible saisons—in short, I’ve been lucky enough to experience all manner of mind-blowing spirits, wines, and beers. But the best part by far was telling the world about it. I’ve always hated “boasticles”—articles that might, for example, crow about having sucked down the last drops on earth of some priceless whiskey that had been discovered after forty years under a rickhouse* staircase. I’ve had such things, but no matter how good they were, knowing that almost nobody else would get to try them took a lot of the fun out of it for me. In the same way, cocktail geeks on a mission to collect every version of some obscure pre-Prohibition concoction seem to be missing the point: at its best, alcohol is a wonderful social lubricant.


This is probably why some of the most engaging story-tellers I’ve met have been distillers. I’ve never had to verify their tales, so I can’t attest to their factual accuracy, but I know for certain that they are always true in the larger sense. Where do distillers get these great stories? Do they lead more interesting lives than the rest of us? Probably not: they do the same tasks day after day, the hours are long, and the work is hard. Their backgrounds run the gamut from former scientists to high-school dropouts. Many have traveled far and wide selling their spirits; others only rarely leave their hometown. But as a group they seem, compared to most people I have met in more than twenty-five years as a journalist, more open to the world, more engaged with it, more idealistic, more dedicated, and, okay, maybe just a little loopier.


When I set out to explore the world of craft distilling, I knew I would find some world-class tipples, but I didn’t expect the people to be nearly as entertaining as the old-timers I’ve met from Kentucky and Scotland. I was wrong. Not only were they almost universally interesting and eloquent, they also were more forthcoming than I had any right to expect. Where most small-business owners might keep certain pieces of information close to the vest, craft distillers shared everything from business plans to recipes and techniques. This spirit of openness, along with a can-do attitude, an inspiring willingness to go up against the many layers of bureaucracy, the bravery to put everything on the line, the desire to make something tangible, and the belief in an even playing field, strikes me as quintessentially American.


The more I talked to craft distillers the more convinced I was that the single greatest advantage they have over their more industrial cousins—bigger than the flexibility that comes with being small, bigger than the ability to source special ingredients, bigger even than the seemingly unquenchable interest in artisanal products—is transparency. Craft distillers will never be able to compete with big producers on price, and we’re already seeing labels designed to fool consumers into thinking that industrial products are coming from small, family-owned businesses. That deceptive practice is likely to continue. It’s impossible to imagine that the already overburdened agency of the federal government that is tasked with regulating the booze business, the Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau (TTB), would be willing or able to create labeling rules to help consumers easily determine who actually made the stuff they’re drinking. The best advice I can give to anyone who wants to support true craft distillers is to make sure the label says “Distilled By” and not just “Produced By,” “Bottled By,” or “Made By.” That’s not a guarantee—people will lie, and Big Booze’s lawyers and lobbyists will certainly figure out a way to get around even that rule if the craft market becomes big enough—but it’s all we’ve got at the moment.


An encouraging development in the fight for transparency may have occurred in April 2013, when the American Craft Distillers Association was formed. Some of the best people in the industry are involved—Rory Donovan from Peach Street Distillery, Ralph Erenzo from Tuthilltown, Chip Tate from Balcones, and Tom Potter from New York Distilling Company—and I would be surprised and disappointed if they didn’t develop some sort of voluntary labeling system to help consumers make better choices. One thing I’d love to see would be disclosure of whether purchased neutral grain spirit (NGS) was used in a product, not because I think there’s something wrong with using purchased NGS, but because I’d like to know if the base of what I’m buying is industrial ethanol. I’d also like to see a category for blended whiskies. Some of the best whiskies being released by small spirits companies were actually distilled by large companies like Heaven Hill and LDI (now MGP Ingredients) some years ago and selected, blended, possibly aged or given a special wood treatment, and bottled by a little guy. In most cases, the result is something more interesting—or at least different—than anything the industrial producer would have put on the market. Blenders should take pride in what is an honorable and very old tradition. Though a few craft producers who buy whiskey don’t make a secret of what they’re doing, very few brag about it. (St. George’s Breaking & Entering and everything from Big Bottom Whiskey are notable exceptions.) Not only would this be a more honest approach, it would make it easier for those craft producers who intend to transition from selling purchased spirits, with their particular flavor profiles, to products they actually make from grain to glass. Making the distinction clear seems like the best way to attract the right kinds of drinkers to your products, and to avoid alienating them down the road.


Despite the boom in craft spirits, there are serious issues confronting what is, after all, a very young industry. A number of people I talked to in the course of researching this book raised the parallels between craft distilling today and craft brewing in the early 1980s. There are some compelling similarities, but two significant differences jump out at me. The demand for more flavorful beer was a response to the sorry state of industrial brewing at the time. When your choices are Budweiser, Miller, or, for the hoity-toity, Michelob, a hoppy Sierra Nevada pale ale or a malty Anchor Steam offer a giant leap forward in flavor. It’s a different situation on the spirit side, where there are any number of delicious gins, rums, whiskies, and liqueurs being made in industrial quantities. This presents a different sort of challenge to craft distillers than those faced by craft brewers at the same stage. The other obvious difference is that you can’t (legally) distill at home in the United States. In 1978, President Jimmy Carter signed a bill deregulating the brewing of beer “for personal or family use, and not for sale.” Carter probably gets too much credit for the craft-brewing boom, but there’s no question that making it easier for homebrewers to experiment with ingredients and styles they weren’t getting from commercial brewers also made it easier for brewpubs to sell more flavorful, less homogeneous beers. Another element that separates the two is that you can make beer at home that is every bit as good as what you get from even the best commercial craft brewers; the smaller the still, however, the less control you have over the process (plus, it’s illegal). Even if a future politician were to add deregulation of home distilling to his platform, there’s no way most of us would be able to come close to creating spirits at home as delicious as what’s readily available in stores today.


As for the similarities, Michael Kinstlick, cofounder and CEO of Coppersea Distillery in New York’s Hudson River Valley, has crunched the numbers, and his findings are fascinating. Setting the founding of craft brewing in 1961 and the founding of craft distilling in 1982, Kinstlick superimposes the number of entrants in each industry. Both begin to take off at about the twenty-five-year mark. Projecting the comparison forward, he predicts that the number of craft distillers will quadruple over the next ten years. Followers of the craft-beer explosion will recall that there was a shakeout in the late 1990s, which would suggest a downturn in the numbers of craft distillers around the end of this decade. That this is being talked about might well make it less likely to happen, but that assumes that newcomers to the industry can afford to pay attention to the lessons learned twenty years ago, the main one being that you’ve got to make a great product. The enthusiasm for something new eventually gives way to a more critical decision-making process. There may be a few more years of people buying up whatever the local distillery puts out, but if the deliciousness per dollar isn’t there, that second bottle is going to stay on store shelves.


All of this makes it a great time to be interested in craft spirits, and the year I spent researching this book flew by in an instant. Still, I often found myself wishing I were doing this research five years from now. By then the whiskies that I saw being made and barreled will be mature, and the impact of continued changes in state laws will have opened the door to even more talented and passionate people. I hope you will feel some of the same curiosity and anticipation as you read the stories of a few of the people I met who have put everything they have into creating something authentic, something of lasting value, and something delicious.




* This and other terms with which you may not be familiar will be found in the glossary at the back of the book.






















CHAPTER 1


UNEXPECTED TEXAS
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The Barrel Barn at Garrison Brothers Distillery.


Dodging Smart car–size potholes, I meandered the industrial wasteland underneath the 17th Street bridge in Waco, Texas. There I found Chip Tate, president and head distiller at BALCONES DISTILLING, one of the country’s best small spirits producers. Tate was working outside a shipping container full of barrels waiting to be filled. Within seconds of meeting him, these words came out of his mouth: “There are a great, great many ‘craft’ distillers who don’t make s--t. If you buy whiskey from other distillers—finished whiskey—you didn’t really make it. The government will allow you to say ‘produced by’ if you didn’t make the whiskey, but not ‘distilled by.’ Good luck finding a person in a hundred who knows the difference. It sounds like the same thing.”
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Chip Tate, president and head distiller of Balcones Distilling in Waco, Texas.


The content of the statement wasn’t a shock—lack of transparency is a major source of frustration among craft distillers, and it’s particularly galling for those who make whiskey—but given how much Tate had going on at that moment (not to mention his Master of Divinity from Union Theological Society), the vehemence was striking. I soon learned that the day had been a roller-coaster ride, with a potential investor first dropping out and then seeming, maybe, to be back on board. Later, his wife, Nicky, pregnant with their second child, brought him a fast-food lunch, which he shared in the back of the family SUV with their two-year-old daughter, Charlotte. Not knowing whether this backer would come through made a typically hectic workday even more difficult, and the presence of a stranger in the car made it impossible for Tate to speak openly. Nicky would just have to wait for this bit of crucial information. For that matter, so would Chip. More than a year, in fact.


It would be nice to be able to say that such drama is unusual, but building a business with your bare hands is never without complications. When the thing you’re making is highly flammable and somewhat toxic, the stakes are even higher. The two-thousand-square-foot building that houses Balcones’s Willy Wonka setup just barely accommodates the machinery, most of which was built or refurbished by Tate. “We got this building on July 30, 2008. It took about eleven months to have the distillery ready—there were three of us then. We were going to get two stills going and then put on two other stills I built shortly thereafter. Here we are in 2012 and that hasn’t happened yet.”


In the first few years several things held up the planned expansion, among them the engineering challenges posed by the small space, the economic hardship that stopping production to reframe the building would create, and the fact that the stills are heated with direct fire. “It already gets up close to one hundred degrees in here even with the air conditioning during the summer,” says Tate, “so I don’t think tripling the still capacity is going to help us out very much.” But in January 2011, Tate was able to buy a 1923 fireproof storage building a few blocks away, where he’s been storing barrels full of whiskey with plans to move the entire operation there in the first quarter of 2015. In the meantime, he’s producing about five thousand bottles a month of his unique spirits, under less-than-ideal conditions. “The only reason we can make as much as we do here,” he says, “is our narrow focus. If it doesn’t need to be on the floor it comes off—it’s kind of like working on a submarine. The engineering on this was a little difficult to figure out. It’s down to the cubic inch, not just the square inch.”


On the day I visited, Tate was having a bit of a battle with his equipment. The spirit wasn’t responding as he expected, so he kept going back to taste the raw alcohol coming off the still, making adjustments to the temperature, and checking a few minutes later to see whether the tweaks had worked. He didn’t seem worried, just very deeply engaged. Despite all the distractions and demands, Tate moved from scientist to artist to small business owner to public relations man and back with apparent ease.
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One of the handmade stills at Balcones.


The first Balcones release was Baby Blue, in September 2009. It became the first legal whiskey sold in Texas since Prohibition. There’s really nothing like it, and not just because it’s made from Hopi blue corn. That would be interesting enough, but what really impressed me was that despite being aged in small oak barrels the wood influence was not overwhelming. A number of craft whiskey makers, in an effort to more quickly bring color and flavor to their spirit so that they can get it to market faster, use small casks to increase the surface area of spirit exposed to wood (the standard in industrial whiskey making is fifty-three gallons; I’ve seen casks as small as five gallons being used). But almost every other small-cask-aged whiskey I’ve tasted is too woody for me. The tannins can be harsh, the flavors spiky and unbalanced. The Baby Blue, however, is comparatively subtle. The fine tannins give it a lovely texture, there’s a touch of sweetness, and its long finish is evocative of corn tortillas. I’m not sure that it’s a bottle I’d go back to every day, but it is by no means a novelty; this is an extremely well-made and well-aged spirit. How does he do it?
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“We’re trying to make our corn whiskey really taste like corn, so we make it more like wine,” says Tate. “We start with a very difficult to grow but very flavorful corn. We roast it to bring out the flavor. We do a very intensive mash and a long, slow fermentation. That’s one of the most distinctive things. A typical distillery fermentation is more like seventy hours. Ours is seven days.”




That slower fermentation creates a cleaner and richer distillate. Of course the longer something takes to make, the more expensive it is. This is compounded at Balcones, where the stills are used not just for distilling but also for mashing and fermentation. If they’re fermenting, they’re not distilling. And vice versa. The move to the new building will allow them to add stills, but more importantly, they’ll be able to install dedicated fermenters. The result will be a major increase in capacity. Tate projects that they’ll “be able to do about a hundred times more than we’re doing now. I know it sounds like a lot, but it’s not. What we’re doing now is very small. And yes, the market will bear that.”


Most of a whiskey’s flavor comes from wood aging. Balcones takes a different approach to aging than do other craft distillers. The extremely forthcoming Tate becomes somewhat reticent when discussing this aspect of the operation.


“It’s similar to what you see in the finest Scotch distilleries, only with American rules. We’re not supposed to use new, charred casks to make corn whiskey [as opposed to bourbon, which has to be aged in new, American oak casks]. But did you know that if I take one ounce of whiskey and pour it in a barrel and pour it back out five seconds later I’ve got a used cask? You can probably figure out what I mean by that.”




CRYING OVER SPILLED SPIRIT


I saw the ability to juggle multiple inputs in several of the best distillers I met; switching quickly between tasks is an important skill in spirit making. The one nearly catastrophic failure I saw came a few months after my trip to Waco when I was talking to a very experienced and highly regarded distiller as he monitored grain going into a wash tun, listened to his steam boiler (which he’d just turned down), and filled barrels with his white whiskey. He’d probably done this exact set of jobs simultaneously thousands of times. But he was also talking to me, so rather than being able to go back and forth between mechanical tasks, he was being asked to maintain a conversation. When I heard a new sound—the picture in my head was of a babbling brook—I turned, and before I could say what I was thinking, he sprinted across the brewing deck, dodged a fermenter, stutter-stepped some hoses, and leapt over the railing, swearing like a sailor the whole way. The flow of clear liquid over the top of the barrel was quickly stopped, and a glance around revealed perhaps two gallons of spirit on the floor. The swearing soon stopped and a thorough cleanup was undertaken. I still lament the loss—it smelled great—but my guilt at being the cause of the mishap is somewhat tempered by the knowledge that it would have been a lot worse if I hadn’t alerted him to his whiskey waterfall. Just to be clear, this did not happen at Balcones.





One might presume from that hypothetical description that Balcones buys new, charred casks, “uses” them, and then stores its corn whiskey in them. Not that Tate said so. “We don’t want to call our corn whiskey ‘bourbon’ because it doesn’t taste like bourbon. We don’t lie; we’re working around the regulations. I’m making a corn whiskey from 100 percent corn that tastes like corn, and I call it corn whiskey. Sorry, I apologize for misleading the consumer in that way!”


Of course everyone else could do the same, and some probably do. But Balcones’s corn whiskey seems to benefit more from its time in wood than do other aged corn whiskies I’ve tried. As every baseball player, carpenter, and whittler knows, not all wood is created equal. Winemakers brag endlessly about their careful oak selection; spirits are much higher in alcohol, and most are in cask longer before bottling than wines, so they’ll extract more flavor compounds. You’d think spirits producers would be even more concerned with this aspect of their operations, but surprisingly few brought it up or had much to say when asked about their preferred wood sources. Though Tate wouldn’t be specific, there was no question he’d given it a lot of thought.


“We don’t talk about where we get our small barrels from. It’s a very old source of wood. All of it is at least ten to twelve years old before it gets made into barrels. The most important part is that the wood isn’t kiln-dried. If you just use kiln-dried wood you get wood tea. It’s not the same thing as letting the wood yard-age for three years. It’s getting wet and drying, getting wet and drying. There’s a lot of fungal action going on, and that’s breaking down the structure of the wood. The water’s washing away a lot of the harsher tannins. We also use fine-grain wood, which is expensive.”


Another unique aspect of the Balcones aging process is that Tate uses a combination of barrel sizes, moving the spirits into larger or smaller casks based on what he thinks the whiskey needs. This requires constant evaluation. Many of the distillers I visited had a few glasses holding barrel samples out on their desk, but Tate’s tasting table looked like some kind of bizarre board game. I counted sixty-seven glasses lined up in a formation I was unable to decode.
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Balcones uses small barrels for aging its whiskies, but constant monitoring keeps them from tasting too woody.


“The typical approach to whiskey,” Tate says, “is like this: Take a bunch of five-year-olds and lock them in the library for six years. Six years later you come back and a lot of them are fairly well educated. It takes a lot more effort and a lot more money to work with each individual. But if you’re willing to do that, you can get much quicker progress. It’s very time intensive to work that way, but it can be done. You also have to be good at predicting where things are going to go based on what they’re doing.”


The speed at which flavors are extracted in small barrels makes this attention especially critical. It’s not just that there’s more surface area of wood relative to the volume of liquid; it’s also that the smaller volume of liquid heats up and cools down more quickly. That matters because temperature variation is one of the main forces acting to move the liquid around the barrel and into the wood. At this early stage in craft distilling, quite a lot of experimentation is going on, much of it driven by financial pressures rather than quality concerns. Some critics and consumers like the flavors imparted by small barrels; others—and I count myself among the others—don’t.




WHERE EVEN THE PROBLEMS ARE BIGGER


Texas has been one of the worst places in the country to be a small distiller. Unlike New York, Colorado, and Washington, to name three of the more microdistillery-friendly states, until September 2013 Texas didn’t allow distillers of any size to sell directly to their consumers. They all had to go through a distributor, and distributors, particularly large ones, are more concerned with volume than anything else. Balcones’s yearly production is probably less than what either of the two large distributors that dominate the Texas market sells in a day. If a vodka brand becomes popular suddenly, more can be made (or bought) and bottled in a matter of days. But when the demand for an aged craft spirit goes up, it’s not possible to instantly increase the supply. This explains why the “craft” distilling segment in Texas has been dominated by vodka, most of which is made from neutral grain spirit bought from an industrial supplier. (Where the “craft” is in this escapes me. I tried to get the icon of Texas distilling, the charismatic, wildly successful, and wonderfully named Tito Beveridge, to meet with me. I wanted to discuss with him how he produces more than two million gallons a year of vodka, what possible benefits an alembic still could provide to vodka, and which part of his operation justifies the word “handmade” on his label. But repeated attempts to set up a meeting failed.) There are, in addition to Balcones, a few Texas-based, whiskey-focused companies doing things the hard way—sourcing their grain, fermenting, distilling, aging, and bottling with care. It’s a huge challenge.





“If you want to say most of the stuff made in small barrels is junk, I’m with you,” says Tate. “But it’s not because they’re using small barrels. It’s like any tool. If you use a Weedwhacker to clean your teeth you get bad results. That doesn’t mean it’s a bad tool. If you use the same wood in a small barrel that you use in a big barrel, you’re going to get something on the order of fifteen times the extraction. You’ve got to restructure the tool.”


And that’s exactly what Tate is trying to do. He isn’t looking for greater extraction of flavors from the wood. Rather he wants to create conditions that will result in some of the same effects that occur in big barrels over longer periods of time. To accomplish that, he approaches the problem from a different angle.


“It’s an equation. It’s the amount of activity per square inch as a ratio of how many gallons are connected to that amount of surface area. I wanted to change the constant: that is, to change what that square inch of oak does. How do you do that? We use very specific proprietary toast profiles to thermally degrade the structure of the wood.” Tate declined to get more specific, and he definitely has something worth protecting; no other small production whiskies I tasted managed to stay on the elegant side of the wood extraction line.


Balcones Baby Blue is also illustrative of another issue confronting many of the craft distillers today: success complicates your life. Tate’s goal was to make a world-class single malt whiskey. “That was the reason I founded the distillery,” he says. “But it was delayed by other ideas I had, like the blue corn whiskey. I figured, I’ll try it out and see how it goes. It exploded. So we were caught between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand we did want to make a blue corn whiskey, but we also wanted to make a malt. But we couldn’t afford not to make the blue corn whiskey because we were selling it. Good problems are still problems.”


It took another two years for Balcones to release that single malt. Just as the Baby Blue, though made from corn, is not bourbon, the single malt, which is made from the same grain as several iconic whiskies from Scotland, is not Scotch. (That grain is Golden Promise barley, a name that doesn’t suggest that it was created, in 1967, by exposure to gamma rays.) Of course being made in Texas it can’t be called Scotch anyway, but the differences are more than semantic.


The desire to do something and the ability to do it well aren’t always enough. “It’s tremendously harder for us than for Balvenie,” says Tate. “They’ve got whiskies going back fifty, sixty years. Not only can I not have stuff that old because we haven’t been around that long, I’m broke. I’m always broke. If it sounds like I envy somebody like David Stewart [Balvenie’s malt master], absolutely. It’s a challenge for a small distillery. It’s a good business, but it’s a hard business. It’s like railroads. It’s a good, worthy thing to do but the infrastructure and the time it takes …” Tate’s voice trails off as his mind returns to the harsh economic realities.


This should be a great time for a successful craft distillery to attract investors. We’re in the midst of a craft distilling boom, the interest in starting new businesses has never been greater, and there continues to be reluctance to invest in traditional financial markets. In fact, two of the most successful small distillers attracted corporate suitors in 2010: Tuthilltown’s whiskey brands were acquired in June by W. Grant & Sons, and Stranahan’s Colorado Whiskey was bought in December by Proximo, the owners of Jose Cuervo, among other brands. But Tate was wary of getting into bed with the wrong people. “We’re trying to bring investors on in a very old-school way: you give me some money, and I will do things with it, and I will make you money in return. Apparently that’s a very old-fashioned notion. What most of them want to do is buy a brand and leverage the equity—they want to sell out. I’m trying to get more into the game, not out of the game. The irony is that the type of company these people want to invest in—that is, with the drive, the talent, the all-in approach—you automatically have a problem because I want to stay in. The kind of people who start this with the intention to sell it, they don’t have the same drive.”


Balcones also inhabits an awkward stratum, somewhere between microfinance and Microsoft. Two weeks before my trip to Waco, Diageo, which owns Johnnie Walker, had announced it was investing more than $1.5 billion in its plants in response to increased demand for Scotch whisky. The few million Tate needed to ramp up his operation would have looked like a rounding error to Diageo’s accountants. (Meanwhile, the owners of Chattanooga Whiskey successfully raised $11,427 on Kickstarter. Their goal is to bring the production of their spirits—which are currently made in Indiana, alongside several other “craft” whiskies—to Chattanooga.) The number of medium-size investors is small, and it’s hard to imagine Tate in a corporate environment. And with a BA in philosophy from the College of William and Mary, he’s self-aware enough to know this about himself.


“You can’t have too many free thinkers in a big company,” says Tate. “It becomes impossible to manage, and as soon as you can’t manage a big company, you become ridiculously expensive and you go bankrupt. You’ve got to have a corporate strategy. The problem is that doesn’t work for a craft distiller. What made the craft distiller the thing that you wanted to buy is that they don’t do things that way. They put their balls on the table and say, ‘This is the one, I’m telling you.’ And every time they’re right they get to go again. This is what worries me. Investment is the major hope and the major threat to craft distilling today.”


It worries me, too. Balcones’s spirits are unique, they’re well made, and I find some of them delicious. It would be a shame for whiskey lovers—and indeed for anyone who likes the idea of people making things—if that’s not a sustainable model.


GARRISON BROTHERS DISTILLERY was established in 2004, but it didn’t release its first whiskey until shortly after Balcones came to market. The company’s single-minded focus is bourbon, but its whiskey doesn’t taste like anything coming out of Kentucky. A recent shift from fifteen-gallon to thirty-gallon barrels will probably change the flavor profile, but every release is different, something its customers don’t seem to mind. As long as the bourbon continues to be aged in metal shipping containers under the Texas sun, however, it will likely be dominated by wood flavors. The shipping containers are opened every other day to allow air to circulate (and, presumably, so that the alcohol vapors can dissipate), but these are extreme conditions for aging whiskey.


Toward the end of a tour of the beautiful Hill Country distillery grounds with owner Dan Garrison aboard a company ATV, I got a sense of just how precarious this business can be.


“I had a business partner,” Garrison tells me. “I owned 60 percent of the business because it was my idea and it was my business plan, and the deal was he would provide 40 percent for the operations part of it. So I bought this ranch on my nickel, I built this building on my nickel, and I bought all the stills and all the equipment on my nickel. We were in Kentucky, and we met with Max Shapiro at Heaven Hill. [Heaven Hill has more bourbon in storage than any other company; it bottles several brands and also sells whiskey to other companies.] Max said, ‘I don’t know why you guys are doing all that work; I’ll just sell you the bourbon. You can just put a Texas label on it, and you’ll be rich by next year.’ I looked over at my partner, and his pupils had turned to dollar signs.”


Garrison parked the ATV back in its spot near the main building, turned off the ATV’s engine, and pointed at the Garrison Brothers Distillery sign a few yards away. “That sign used to say Garrison Blank, with ‘Blank’ being where my partner’s name was,” he said. “I told my partner, ‘Look, the business plan has always said, and the mission statement has always been, we’re going to make our own bourbon—we’re going to make the best bourbon in the world right here in Hye, Texas. You bought into the business plan, and you can’t get out of the business plan. I’m not going to change my process; I’m not going to bring in tankers of Heaven Hill bourbon, already aged, and slap a Texas label on it and put ‘Made in Texas’ on it ’cause I think that’s bulls--t and God won’t let me do it and I won’t do it.’ And he said, ‘We’ll be rich; we’ll be loaded.’ We spent four months fighting. And one night down at the cabin—he was sleeping in the travel trailer and I was sleeping in the cabin—he walked in with a pistol and pointed it at my head. He said, ‘Look, I’ve got $100,000 in this, and it’s all my life savings, and I’m not going to let you ruin it for us.’ I pushed him away; he was drunk as hell. And I got my gun out, and I said ‘Get the hell off my property.’ And he left. He held me hostage for four months. I paid him $250,000—$150,000 more than he originally invested. I was flat broke, and I had nothing left to do this with.”


Garrison was having trouble getting the words out. He took a minute to compose himself before continuing. As we headed up toward the main building he resumed his story: “My brother and my dad came to visit. I was flat broke, and I’d put a For Sale sign on the business. I told them to come on up and check it out for the last time and taste the bourbon I’d made—this was in April 2008—and my brother and my dad loaned me $200,000.”


He paused again.


“So they’re the Brothers.”


We’d made halting progress toward the building and had now arrived back at the front door. To the left of the door hangs a wooden cross flanked by a Harley-Davidson Motorcycles logo carved out of wood and a small cask protruding from the wall.


Garrison continued, “I got down on my knees before this cross, and I thanked the Lord. My wife invested; my friends invested. Today I can say I own 80 percent of this business, and my friends own 20 percent, and we’re going to turn a million-dollar profit in 2014, and I’m going to give it all to my friends for their investment; and the next year we’re going to turn a two-million-dollar profit, and I’m going to give it all to my friends; and the next year after that we’re going to expand, and we’re going to put in new cookers, and we’re going to put in fermenters, and by that time this country is going to recognize how good this bourbon is. That’s my dream. That’s what I hope will happen.”


RANGER CREEK BREWING & DISTILLING has found an alternative to the typical make-vodka-for-cash-flow, lay-down-whiskey-for-the-future approach of most small distilleries. Cofounders Mark McDavid and T.J. Miller still have their day jobs, in financial services marketing, and beer is their company’s revenue stream. They also are releasing a series of small-barrel-aged whiskies while they wait for their straight bourbon to be ready.


San Antonio only allows alcohol manufacturing in areas zoned for heavy industry, which explains why the business is not, as McDavid says, “in a more visually appealing location.” Yes, he is in charge of marketing. McDavid and head distiller Miller spend their weekends and evenings making whiskey. (Three employees take care of the beer side during regular business hours.)


“We’re homebrewers who got cocky,” McDavid says. “We were researching breweries, and we started seeing more and more about craft distilling. You read about Stranahan’s and Tuthilltown and Anchor and Rogue, and you start getting excited. It’s the front edge of this new, cool thing that’s going to be just as big as craft brewing. Not only that, but we’re in Texas, and making a bourbon in Texas just feels right. For a while we were flipping back and forth from being a brewery and being a distillery. We went up to Michigan Brewing Company [MBC closed in 2012], where Kris Berglund from Michigan State teaches a class in conjunction with still manufacturer Christian Carl. It’s one of the few workshops where you can learn to distill legally. The brewery also had the still we were learning on, and we were like, holy s--t, how are they doing this? We talked to them in detail, and that’s when things really started to click. It never felt right when we were talking about giving up one side because we were passionate about both. Then we started realizing we could really focus on the relationship between brewing and distilling.”




One of the people who’s been at this the longest, Tuthilltown’s Ralph Erenzo, told me, “If you’re building a brewery you’re nuts not to add a still in there.” The relationship goes beyond the simple fact that whiskey is essentially distilled beer that’s been brewed without hops. There are a few hopped whiskies being made in the United States (and several German breweries make beer schnapps, which is unaged, distilled beer), but it’s a tiny niche—and definitely an acquired taste. Some equipment, labor, and raw material can be shared, but the most important thing for the two businesses to share is fermenting knowledge. Another thing that can be shared, or rather passed down, is barrels. By law, a barrel can only be used once for bourbon; after that it will usually go to another spirits producer. (You see bourbon barrels all over Scotland, throughout Tequila, and wherever rum is aged.) But in recent years the practice of barrel-aging beer has become a bit of a trend among craft brewers. Ranger Creek has no trouble acquiring used barrels—every time it bottles a bourbon there’s a fresh supply. New barrels are another story.


“We cannot grow our small-barrel program as fast as we want to because we can’t get enough small barrels,” says McDavid. “There are only three small-barrel manufacturers that I know of. I keep expecting to see more because this is a gold mine. There are all these whiskey distillery start-ups, and the guys we want to use as our primary barrel suppliers seem not to be able to keep up with even our demand. We did not identify that as a risk in our business plan.”


Despite that challenge, Ranger Creek has released three small-barrel whiskies. The first was .36 Texas Bourbon Whiskey, maturing in medium-size barrels to be released as straight bourbon when it’s ready (and when there’s enough of it); the second, a mesquite-smoked single malt, is called Rimfire, and the most recent is .44 Texas Rye. Lovers of military history may recognize both .36 and Rimfire as types of ammunition with a Texas connection, the former being a staple of the Texas Rangers, the latter used in the Winchester “Yellow Boy,” which was popular among frontiersmen. The .44 refers to the Colt revolver, which Texas legend Samuel H. Walker helped create, saving Sam Colt’s business, which at the time was in bankruptcy. All three are part of what Ranger Creek calls its “Small Caliber” series, another in a long line of unholy alliances between alcohol and firearms. These whiskies have the woody flavors I associate with small-barrel aging, but they are clearly very well made and come close to being able to handle the woodiness.


Distiller T.J. Miller’s explanation for using medium-size barrels for the straight whiskey, which will be the flagship spirit, shows just how challenging and stressful making bourbon in Texas can be: “We started off with fifty-three-gallon barrels. When we dumped the first couple of batches of small barrels, we had 20 to 25 percent evaporation. That scared the s--t out of us in terms of how that would translate to the big barrels. So we transferred them to twenty-fives. We believe, if you are going to work with the Texas climate, you’ll probably have to use small barrels. From a production standpoint, and a cost standpoint, I long for the day we can do big barrels. It just takes so long. …”


[image: ]


T.J. Miller, cofounder and head distiller at Ranger Creek Brewing & Distilling, in San Antonio, Texas.


But “long” is relative, of course. In Scotland, the minimum age to be labeled “Scotch” is three years, but you almost never see anything released that young. In fact, when the terrific Islay producer Ardbeg put out a product called “Very Young Ardbeg,” it was a six-year-old.


“We’re going to release our second product in our second year of business,” says Miller, “and we’re holding back. We have more ideas than we have money right now. If we had more fermentation space, we’d already have a second product out by now. We’ll be pushing the innovation boundaries and giving whiskey drinkers new, interesting flavors. Kentucky products are high quality, but they’re never going to release a mesquite-smoked whiskey. That’s up to us. If we want whiskey drinkers to have a mesquite-smoked whiskey, we’re going to have to do that.”


This sounds a bit like what you might’ve heard from a craft brewer thirty years ago. In its earliest days, that industry was successful because enough people were looking for an alternative to cookie-cutter, largely flavorless, mass-produced beer (or, as Brooklyn Brewery’s Garrett Oliver calls it, “beer-like product”). As Miller points out, “There are parallels made between craft brewing and craft distilling, but in craft brewing’s case there were a lot of very similar tasting, unflavorful beers on the market at the time. Craft brewing was raising the game there. But when you’re going up against Kentucky bourbon, that s--t’s good. You’ve got a much bigger bar to cross. When you’re coming out, everything you do is compared to Kentucky bourbon. People aren’t tasting our stuff and going, ‘Wow, this is way more flavorful than Bud Light,’ or whatever. If we make a claim about being the best thing this side of the Mississippi, it better be pretty f--king good, especially for the price we’re charging.”




GREEN HELL


Courtesy of Elana Lepkowski


STIR AND STRAIN: A COCKTAIL SCRATCHPAD




1 ½ OZ. BALCONES BRIMSTONE CORN WHISKEY


1 OZ. CARPANO ANTICA SWEET VERMOUTH


½ OZ. GREEN CHARTREUSE


½ OZ. HUM LIQUEUR


2 DASHES REGAN’S ORANGE BITTERS


3-4 MINT LEAVES FOR GARNISH





[image: ] Combine all ingredients except mint in a mixing glass filled with ice and stir until well chilled. Strain into a chilled cocktail glass. Garnish side of glass with mint leaves by dragging the bottom half of leaves through the drink and laying them on the inside of the glass so they look like little green flames.
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