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Introduction






In its own way, whiskey tells the history of the United States – its regional quirks and differences are born out of historical events, local climate and the particular tastes of a given area. Taken together, they form a distinct and unique part of the country’s culture. Taken individually, there is a wealth of different whiskeys to enjoy.


US law allows any style of whiskey to be made in any state, yet regional styles developed shortly after the founding of the country, only to disappear in the 19th century and then re-emerge in the 21st. While early regional styles of whiskey developed based on which crops grew well in a given area, contemporary efforts to codify and recreate these styles draw not only on the practicality of crop cultivation but also to celebrate the range of flavours that comes from making whiskey in different regions and maturing it in different climates.


This atlas provides a quick primer on the history of bourbon and American whiskey, and a brief technical overview of what makes American whiskey unique, before diving into a more in-depth look at each region. Since the number of regional styles continues to grow, this book is not intended as an exhaustive mapping of American whiskey, rather an overview of the key regional styles including four regional variations of bourbon, four variations of rye whiskey, smoked whiskeys distilled in the Southern states and American single malt whiskeys from the Pacific Northwest. Each of these chapters will briefly cover the historical circumstances that led to the development of these key styles, how they are made, who makes them and tasting notes for examples of the style. The selection of distillers and whiskeys here is by no means complete – there is far more distilling talent and good whiskey than could be accommodated in the pages of this book – but will hopefully give you a snapshot of a given region, and a starting point for your exploration of it. And to help that exploration, each chapter ends with a suggested cocktail, one that has some historical or flavour connection to the region.
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We are at an exciting moment in the history of American whiskey. There has never been a time when both the variety and quality of whiskeys have been greater. Distillers around the country are creating whiskeys informed by the grains, water and climate of their area, including many produced in regions beyond those featured in this book. But within these pages you will find the backbone of American whiskey – the historical centres, the modern-day hubs and the emerging styles that are driving the drink in the most interesting directions. So use this atlas to better understand, explore and taste the diversity of flavours to be found in bourbon and American whiskey.
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A short history of regional American whiskeys






Over the past four centuries, distilling traditions in France and the British Isles slowly developed and solidified into what we recognize today as Armagnac, Cognac, Calvados, Scotch whisky and Irish whiskey. Today, these spirits have precise production requirements, and geographical boundaries codified by law and protected by international trade agreements. However, much of the history of these spirits took place in a pre-industrial era, which helped them develop their own unique traditions and methods bound in specific regions.


In contrast, American whiskey was born just a few short decades before industrialization transformed the country from an agrarian society to one of mostly wage labourers. As business and transportation networks were industrialized, it became cheaper to buy beef from Texas, cheese from Wisconsin and whiskey from Kentucky than from a local farmer, dairy or distiller, and a national market began to grow. Unsurprisingly, federal law, grounded in the interstate commerce clause of the Constitution, supported this evolution. As national liquor regulations developed, they focused on the words that could be used to name a spirit based on how it was made not where it was made. And yet, the decades between American Independence and the beginning of the Industrial Revolution laid the foundation for the regional variations of bourbon and American whiskey we see today.
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Backbar with Kentucky and Texas bourbon.







[image: Illustration]


Map of the ‘triangular trade’ between Britain, its American colonies and Africa in the 17th and 18th centuries.





Rum: America’s colonial spirit


Before the American Revolution, almost everything a person ate or drank in the British Colonies was local, except for rum. The Colonies in the Americas were part of a vast network of trade routes that extended from Europe to Africa, the Americas and back, known as the triangular trade. Europeans sold finished goods such as textiles and rum to Africa in exchange for slaves, the slaves were sold into forced labour in the Americas to produce tobacco, sugar cane, cotton and other raw materials, and those raw goods were sold to European manufacturers. However, instead of rum being produced in Europe, much of it was distilled in New England from molasses produced in the Caribbean. At that time, New England had hundreds of distilleries making and selling their rum throughout the Colonies and to traders bound for Africa. But once war broke out between the Colonies and Great Britain, the fire hose of molasses that flooded New England slowed to a trickle and made rum much more costly. After the war, lingering trade conflicts put rum out of reach for many Americans and instead they turned to locally made whiskey.



The Whiskey Rebellion



After ratification of the US Constitution in 1788 and the inauguration of George Washington in 1789, the new federal government flexed its increased taxing power to tackle the substantial debt load it had accumulated during the war. Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, proposed several ways for the government to raise cash, including duties on imported goods and an excise tax on US distilled spirits. And since whiskey consumption continued to grow year after year, Hamilton saw a great source of potential revenue. So, in the spring of 1791, Congress passed the tax and Washington sent out revenue men and inspectors to enforce its collection.


The tax quickly earned the ire of those on the frontier because it had to be paid in cash and some of its provisions favoured urban over rural distillers. Over the next three years, tensions grew from refusal to pay to outright violence. Revenue collectors were turned away and a couple in Western Pennsylvania were even tarred and feathered by locals. Finally, in 1794, insurrection broke out when the federal government issued subpoenas for 60 Pennsylvania distillers who refused to pay the whiskey tax. Members of the Mingo Creek militia surrounded the house of General John Neville, a local politician and owner of a large distillery, who supported the federal marshal in delivering the subpoenas. Both sides exchanged gunfire, but when one of the militia leaders was shot during a ceasefire, the rebels set fire to the house and took Neville and a few other men prisoner. In response, President Washington sent three commissioners to negotiate with the whiskey rebels and at the same time called up a federal militia of almost 13,000 men, ultimately bringing the so-called Whiskey Rebellion to an end. But discontentment about the whiskey tax lingered and eventually coalesced into political support for Thomas Jefferson, who was elected president in 1800 and repealed the whiskey tax in 1802.
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A tax collector tarred and feathered at Pigeon Creek, in Washington County, Pennsylvania, during the Whiskey Rebellion.
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Alexander Hamilton.





Geography shapes early American whiskey


But what type of whiskey were early Americans drinking? The answer has little to do with politics and more with geography. When Europeans first landed along the eastern coast of the Americas, they encountered Algonquian-speaking tribes that by and large relied on seasonal hunting and gathering combined with part-time cultivation of beans, corn (maize) and winter squash, known as the Three Sisters. As settlers continued to arrive, they brought with them a wide variety of new animals and plants including wheat, rye, barley and oats.


The mix of grains that a farmer grew often depended on the geography and quality of the soil. Wheat requires better soil to thrive, so it is doubtful that any significant amount ever ended up in early American whiskey. Rye, on the other hand, grew well in poor soils up and down the east coast and had multiple uses. Corn was quickly adopted into the diets of European settlers in the Americas, and while it did not grow as successfully as rye on the east coast, its sweetness made it a good candidate for whiskey. Lastly, barley grows best in more northern latitudes and is the most common grain used to make beer. But even in the 18th century, distillers knew that a little bit of malted barley helped other grains ferment, although they did not understand the exact biochemistry.
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Mount Vernon, family home of President George Washington.
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Peoria, Illinois, 1911.





During the first century of the United States, this patchwork of commercial and geographic influences on grain production produced a few regional variations in American whiskey. Rye and corn grew well around the Chesapeake Bay, so it makes sense that when James Anderson opened a commercial distillery for George Washington at his Virginia plantation in the late 1790s, they made whiskey from a mixture of 60% rye, 35% corn and 5% malted barley. The Mount Vernon distillery is just across the Potomac River from Maryland and in the two years before Washington’s death it sold double-distilled and quadruple-distilled whiskey. Over the decades that followed, the Maryland region became known for producing rye whiskey like Washington’s, made with a good portion of corn in the mash to add sweetness. In contrast, the western Monongahela region of Pennsylvania became known for producing a spicier style of rye that contained little or no corn at all, since maize did not grow well in that area, whereas corn whiskey, balanced with a little rye for spice and malted barley for the benefit of the fermentation, became the dominant style in Kentucky and Tennessee due to the abundance of that staple crop. One commonality these early whiskeys had was that they were all drunk unaged, and the only reason to store them in oak barrels was for transportation.


The whiskey capital of the world




From 1837 to 1919, Peoria, Illinois boasted 24 breweries and 73 distilleries, and was touted as the ‘whiskey capital of the world’. Peoria is situated about 160 miles (260km) south of Chicago on the Illinois River, and had an abundance of clean spring water and a network of rail and barge routes that brought Midwestern corn to its shores. These factors helped make Peoria a prime hub for distilling. In 1880, Peoria produced 18 million US gallons (68 million litres) of alcohol, more than the entire production of the state of Kentucky. The city reached its maximum production around 1894, with just six distilleries, owned by the Whiskey Trust, making 40 per cent of all the alcohol produced in the United States. All that liquor resulted in the Peoria tax district collecting about 21 per cent of the tax revenue for the entire country! Prohibition brought an abrupt end to Peoria’s dominance, though it was partially revived in 1933 by Hiram Walker & Sons, owner of Canadian Club Whisky. Today, the city has only one active craft distillery just starting to make whiskey.






Innovation shapes modern American whiskey



In the first half of the 19th century, a couple of important innovations began to change early American whiskey into what we know today. One of the challenges of any fermented food or beverage is ensuring that it develops in the desired way. A beer might ferment correctly and give you a great-tasting drink or it might go wrong and taste sour or spoiled. In the early 1800s, brewers and distillers did not know why these things happened but they developed strategies that increased consistency and success. It had been common practice for brewers to collect a portion of the foam that bubbled at the top of their vats and pitch it into the next batch of wort to brew into beer. In 1818, we find references to a distiller named Catherine Carpenter using a similar technique to sour her mashes that would prevent them from spoiling. Later in the 1830s, Dr James C Crow (see here), who studied chemistry and medicine at the University of Edinburgh, worked to improve the sour mash process and other aspects of whiskey making by applying his scientific knowledge. It was also during this time that distillers and merchants noticed that whiskey stored for some time in charred barrels significantly improved in flavour and took on a pleasing colour, thus prompting the practice of purposefully storing whiskey in charred oak barrels for multiple years before its sale.
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After Prohibition, National Distillers became one of the leading whiskey companies, selling bottled-in-bond expressions of Old Grand-Dad and Old Taylor Kentucky Bourbons as well as Mount Vernon Rye from Baltimore, Maryland, and Old Overholt Rye, which was distilled in Pennsylvania.






Rectifiers vs straight whiskey men



During the second half of the 19th century, American whiskey settled into two distinct styles known as straight whiskey and rectified whiskey, the former being the Kentucky bourbons, Tennessee whiskeys and Pennsylvania and Maryland rye whiskeys that were distilled and aged for many years. These whiskeys became sought after for their flavour and they were more expensive to make. However, enterprising businesses started looking for ways to cheat time and create a similar-tasting product for less money, thereby increasing their profit margin. This was rectified whiskey. In the 1880s and 1890s, the Distilling and Cattle Feeding Company, also known as the Whiskey Trust, controlled as much as 80 per cent of all liquor production in the US. Rectifiers purchased unaged grain spirits from the Whiskey Trust, which was either blended with straight whiskey or simply adulterated before being sold to merchants. Distilling books of the time offered recipes for making rectified whiskey that might include benign ingredients like prune juice and tinctures made from wood or cloves to more dangerous additives such as iodine, tobacco juice and acids.


Unsurprisingly, many of the straight whiskey distillers were unhappy with how the rectifiers were abusing their spirits and, in their opinion, giving drinkers a vastly inferior product. In response, a group of distillers led by Colonel Edmund Haynes Taylor, Jr, began to petition the government for several protections. And with the help of US Secretary of the Treasury John G Carlisle, the straight whiskey distillers were able to get Congress to pass the Bottled-in-Bond Act of 1897. At that time, the law allowed distillers to hold their ageing barrels of whiskey or brandy in a bonded warehouse tax free until it was bottled and sold. The law stipulated that any aged spirits bottled under its provisions had to be of the same type (bourbon, rye, brandy and so on), aged for a minimum of four years, distilled in the same season and reduced in strength only with pure water to 100 proof (50% ABV). The law also mandated that an agent of the Treasury would stay on site with the keys to the warehouse to control the movement of whiskey, collect all appropriate taxes and ensure that the vatting and proofing of spirits adhered to all the provisions of the law before bottling. Once bottled, the whiskey would be sealed with a federal strip stamp, thereby making it a federal crime to tamper with the bottle or the whiskey inside. In addition, the law also required that the bottle be clearly marked with the name of the distillery, the season and year it was distilled and when it was bottled.


The Bottled-in-Bond Act provided straight whiskey distillers with some legal protection from adulteration by rectifiers, and it was also the first ever consumer protection law in the United States. For drinkers, the law meant that when they purchased bottled-in-bond whiskey or brandy, the US federal government gave its guarantee that the spirit in the bottle was exactly as labelled. And over time, bottled-in-bond spirits became the benchmark for quality and authenticity that drinkers looked for.




[image: Illustration]


Colonel Edmund Haynes Taylor, Jr.
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Vintage label for a bottle of ‘Old Kentucky General’ bourbon whiskey, 1955.





At the turn of the 20th century, the public had become genuinely concerned about the quality and healthfulness of the goods they were buying, including whiskey. The government began to study the question of what makes whiskey unique, and looked for measurable standards that could be enforced. After much political wrangling, President William Howard Taft created a system for defining straight whiskey, blended whiskey and imitation whiskey that he believed balanced the interests of distillers, rectifiers and the public. Straight whiskey was now defined as a spirit made from a fermented mash of grains, distilled between 140 and 160 proof (70–80% ABV) and aged in charred oak barrels.


But the Taft Decision, as it was known, was short-lived, and just ten years later, Temperance crusaders succeeded in ratifying the 18th Amendment to the Constitution prohibiting the manufacture, transportation or sale of alcohol.
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A Temperance postcard from Edith Parsons Williams’s 1912 New York Suffragettes Series, No. 4: ‘Whiskey held this man too long now the “weak” must support the “strong”.’
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Local police dumping barrels of beer seized from a train in Scranton, Pennsylvania, during Prohibition.






Defining American whiskey post-Prohibition



After 13 years of the so-called noble experiment, National Prohibition was repealed with the ratification of the 21st Amendment and the government went to work rewriting the nation’s liquor laws. In 1935, the new Federal Alcohol Administration resurrected the Taft Decision and added a couple of additional elements, largely creating the definitions that the federal government uses today. The new standards of identity defined bourbon as a whiskey made from a fermented mash of not less than 51% corn, distilled to not more than 160 proof (80% ABV) and barrelled at not more than 110 proof (55% ABV) in charred oak barrels. Rye whiskey followed the same pattern except that it required a minimum of 51% rye grain in the mash. Three years later, the government added the requirement that bourbon, rye and other similar whiskeys must rest in charred new oak barrels, to help keep coopers employed during the Great Depression. Additionally, the government defined straight whiskey as any whiskey such as bourbon or rye that was stored in a charred new oak barrel for at least 24 months and bottled at no less than 80 proof (40% ABV). Lastly, as with the Taft Decision before it, the new standards of identity allowed all types of liquor to be made in any state in the country.


The rise and fall of American whiskey


In the years that followed the repeal of Prohibition and World War II, distillers took advantage of the fact that there were no regional restrictions on what types of whiskey they could make. However, while one is sure to find examples of rye whiskey from Kentucky or bourbon from Pennsylvania, the most popular brands of each style came from the same states that made them famous in the 19th century. But as the American post-war economy boomed in the 1950s and 1960s, more and more whiskey drinkers were buying bourbon or Canadian whisky (which had gained popularity during Prohibition) and sales of American rye whiskey began to lag.


But even the popularity of bourbon would not last. In 1967, Kentucky bourbon production peaked when the state’s distillers laid down 1.9 million barrels, and that number would gradually slide to less than 1 million barrels by 1974, due to a generational shift in drinking habits. In the 1970s, bourbon and rye became the spirits that your parents drank, while vodka and to a lesser extent tequila were the newer hip spirits.
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A vintage advertisement for Sugar Bowl Straight Bourbon Whiskey.





As the 1970s ended and the American whiskey industry struggled to compete, the last remaining rye distillers in Maryland and Pennsylvania closed their doors. By the mid-1980s, the last remaining barrels of the old-style ryes were used up and the near two-hundred-year history of Pennsylvania and Maryland-style rye whiskeys ended.


A new hope


At the same time that big whiskey was consolidating and struggling to survive, craft distilling was quietly beginning out West. Three distillers, Jörg Rupf from Germany, Hubert Germain-Robin from France and Stephen McCarthy from Oregon (see here), began making European-inspired brandies on the West Coast from locally grown fruit. Then in 1993, Fritz Maytag, owner of San Francisco’s Anchor Brewing Company, founded Anchor Distilling and began making rye whiskey shortly thereafter. Looking all the way back to early American whiskey for inspiration, Maytag and his distiller, Bruce Joseph, started ageing two types of whiskey made from 100% malted rye, one aged in toasted barrels and the other in charred new oak barrels. Little by little the idea of craft whiskey spread throughout the country as people sought inspiration from family and local history, as well as the surrounding agriculture.
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Fritz Maytag, former owner of San Francisco’s Anchor Brewing and Anchor Distilling.
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A distiller measuring proof at Westland Distillery in Seattle, Washington.





The rediscovery of great American whiskeys from Kentucky, Tennessee and Indiana has coincided with a growing interest in local and craft distilled whiskeys. These two factors have helped to spark renewed interest in near-forgotten styles and drive enthusiasm for new regional ones such as Missouri bourbon, Empire Rye and Pacific Northwest American single malt whiskey to name just a few.


Today, the quality and diversity of American whiskey have never been greater. The story of American whiskey in the 21st century is not just about Kentucky and Tennessee. Every state in the Union is experimenting, creating and writing its own chapter. What follows on these pages is by no means exhaustive but a snapshot of the regional diversity of bourbon and American whiskey available today.
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What is American whiskey?






Over the past two hundred years and across the globe, whisky generally has come to mean a grain spirit that is purposefully stored in a wooden barrel before being drunk. But how one gets to that result has varied country by country, and region by region, giving fans of whisky a huge palette of aromas and flavours to enjoy. In that time, American whiskey has taken its place among the great styles of the world and stands out from the rest largely due to a combination of mixed grain mash bills, new charred oak barrels and the climate in which the barrels age.


Mash bills


The term mash bill simply refers to the types of grains used to make a whiskey and their ratios, and in the late 18th century, when regional differences in American whiskey were beginning to form, geography and economics played a significant role in determining the mash bill. Many farm distillers made whiskey from the remaining grains they could not eat themselves or sell in the local market. Consequently, early American whiskey styles can be thought of more as field blends than recipes designed to produce a specific flavour. However, commercial distillers removed from the economics of market farming used the mash bill as one way to differentiate their whiskey from that of their competitors.
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An oak barrel being charred at Kelvin Cooperage in Louisville, Kentucky.





Quick guide to American whiskey mash bills




BOURBON is required by US law to be made with a minimum of 51% corn, though in practice most are made with 60–80% corn, plus one flavouring grain and some malted barley for the enzymes necessary for fermentation. Rye is the most common flavouring grain, and it can make up anywhere between 10% and 35% of the mash. Wheat is the second most commonly used flavouring grain and may account for 10–20% of the mash. Rye and wheat are referred to as flavouring grains because once corn whiskey ages in a barrel for a couple of years it will lose much of its original character. Lastly, there are a small but significant number of four-grain bourbons that are usually made from a mash of corn, rye, wheat and malted barley.


RYE WHISKEY requires a minimum of 51% rye. After the closure of the last Pennsylvania and Maryland distillers in the early 1980s, the only rye whiskeys on the market were distilled in Kentucky and these were made from the minimum mash of 51% rye. Today, however, some of the bestselling ryes are made from a mash of 95% rye and 5% malted barley, with many others well above 60% rye, as they were back in George Washington’s day.


WHEAT WHISKEY requires a minimum of 51% wheat. For many years, the only wheat whiskey widely available was Bernheim Original Kentucky Straight Wheat Whiskey, which was made from a mash of 51% wheat, 37% corn and 12% malted barley. However, there are several craft distillers now making fantastic whiskey from 100% wheat.


MALT WHISKEY is required by US law to be made with a minimum of 51% malted grains. The malt can be malted barley, malted rye, malted wheat or even malted corn combined with up to 49% other raw grains. For nearly a decade, you could find both 51% malt whiskeys made in Kentucky by the heritage distillers and 100% malted barley whiskeys from craft distillers. Today, though, many of the craft distillers refer to their 100% malt whiskey as American single malt.
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