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On Top of Old Smoky

The manufacture of illicit whiskey in the mountains is not dead. Far from it.

— THE FOXFIRE BOOK, VOL. 1

THE FIRST TIME I SAW RENÉ WITH A JAR OF MOONSHINE, WE were having a beer in an empty bar and gazing at the sun-dappled trees of Tompkins Square Park. It was a quiet afternoon at Doc Holliday’s, a honky-tonk in downtown New York City with David Allen Coe on the jukebox, cowboy boots nailed to the ceiling, and cheap PBR. These bars, of which there were maybe half a dozen throughout the city, were headed toward a weird pinnacle of noxious renown: It was 1999, and there were already stories circulating about beautiful celebrities dancing on the bar while the bartenders (gorgeous, wild) poured flaming booze and screamed for their tips through megaphones.

René is the kid brother of a dear old friend, and in my imagination he is permanently fourteen. His beard, in fact his whole outdoorsy, laid-back, good-looking adult person, surprises me every time. He has wrenched motorcycles and hiked the Appalachian Trail, and he had spent his first paycheck from the Smoky Mountain forestry service to come visit.

He reached into his knapsack but stopped with his hand in the bag.

“Can I?” he asked, his eyes alight.

His brother shrugged.

Out came a Mason jar of clear liquid. This was years before I saw white lightning drip from a still in my own kitchen—in 1999, a jar of bootleg was a surprise. We took searing sips and shared it with the bartender.

Years later I took a break from the archives of Appalachian State University to call René and arrange our Labor Day visit in Sylva, North Carolina. He had been trying to line up a series of moonshiners for me to meet, and he had been excited at the prospect of cruising the country roads, meeting the locals, and drinking the legendary “charred liquor” of the hills. He seemed disappointed with what he’d managed. He hadn’t found any charred, and all the moonshiners had stopped returning phone calls, as moonshiners are wont to do. We would drive up the mountain to his friend Larry’s house—he might have some liquor—and have a barbecue. It was a fine way to spend Labor Day, I assured him. I could tell he felt that he’d failed.

I followed René up the mountain past small pastures and little homesteads nestled in leafy trees. At about 3,600 feet, we took a left onto a gravel driveway canopied by old-growth forest. A stream crossed the driveway at a ford, and we splashed through it.

Larry’s unassuming rancher is surrounded by bedded plantings. He’s built fences of driftwood and strung bottles along them. Arrayed about the property are benches he’s cut from entire trees. One of them overlooks his two little ponds—one for swimming, one for fish (his teenage son Wesley announced there were twenty-six of them). Up the hill, rows of Christmas trees awaited harvest. He took us into the woods, to a spot on a creek where magnolias grew like mangroves and a small, beautiful waterfall rushed. We talked about recipes for the perfect margarita.

Larry has tricked out a little wooden barn with a gigantic Peavey PA system, a bar, and a lava lamp. He opened the freezer door and said, “Sheeat! Look in here, there’s a jar of water that doesn’t freeze!”

A neighbor showed up with some shucked oysters from her home in South Carolina.

We listened to Steve Earle, Ralph Stanley, and AC/DC and poured moonshine over the oysters and shot them with Tabasco.

Larry mentioned a friend with stovetop still, and praised the famous Smoky Mountain charred.

I sipped Larry’s good corn whiskey—and that’s what it was, there was no doubt about it—and smiled at them and told them this was perfect. A late summer day spent high in the Smokies drinking good white lightning is pretty satisfying.

It was on this trip that I went in search of famed moonshiner Popcorn Sutton.

Popcorn Sutton has made a career out of moonshine, but not, or not wholly, in the usual way. Rather than rely upon actually selling jugs of the stuff, he authored the perpetually out-of-print and consistently in demand book Me and My Likker and set out on a mission of bizarre celebrity. He spent a lot of time driving around in a Model A Ford and being interviewed for local news footage about the “old ways.”

On Willie Nelson’s Web site, you can see Willie with his arm around Popcorn. Willie is dressed nonchalantly in black—hoodie, trousers, sneakers, t-shirt, cowboy hat. Popcorn, in contrast, is attired in his usual costume: overalls, a flannel shirt, and a greasy leather fedora. He’s hunched, his wild beard radiating down to his chest from drawn cheeks. He can’t be an inch over 5 feet 6, and I’d be amazed to learn that he weighs more than two cases of beer. He is somewhere between 45 and 105 years old—apparently it’s a bad idea to ask him. He looks as if he clips Snuffy Smith cartoons to his bathroom mirror.

Lana Nelson (Willie’s daughter) captioned the photo: “Somewhere in the Great Smoky Mountains near Cherokee, N.C., world renowned moonshiner and literary giant, Popcorn Sutton, visits Dr. Booger Nelson [Willie’s nickname is Booger Red] at a top-secret, undisclosed location. Popcorn brews corn liquor for thousands of thirsty customers in the dry county, and received a standing ovation when Dad introduced him at the sold-out Harrah’s concert.”

Popcorn never figured out how to monetize his celebrity. He gets hauled up on stage and smiles out into an exultant crowd, but he doesn’t get any more bills to stuff in his mattress. He has sold at least one Model A, and he doesn’t have the few thousand dollars it would take to get another print run of his book, although the thing is practically a home run, guaranteed to sell out while still warm from the printing press.

I had figured that his moonshine was all postmodernism, more about performance and presentation than liquor. Certainly, he doesn’t actually make liquor for thousands of thirsty customers. He speaks at folk-life festivals. I thought of him as the Andy Warhol of hooch. Just another example of how something that had once been purely American and real had transformed, for purposes of display, into something else.

The truth turned out to be much weirder.

Authenticity is evasive and hard to understand in America. Why were there half a dozen honky-tonk beer joints in New York City at the turn of the century? I don’t know what to make of the Inner Harbor of Baltimore, Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, or the French Quarter in New Orleans. For that matter, I don’t know what to make of my own town, in which the historical review board insists that the houses continue to be built as if it were the middle of the nineteenth century, to maintain an authentic cohesion, without stopping to consider that nothing is more artificial than building nineteenth-century houses in the twenty-first century.

It’s a slippery thing. There is no denying that the French Quarter really is the French Quarter or that Fisherman’s Wharf is built on the quays. These places have found themselves, due to the pressures of commerce or culture, in a state of aggravated self-consciousness, compelled to emulate and replicate their salient features until artifice overtakes authenticity.

This shift happens to people, too. My suspicions about Popcorn’s artifice were only further underscored by one of the two places he lives, a vacation hub called Maggie Valley, his perfect correlative.

West of Lake Junaluska in North Carolina, I drove Route 19 between Hard Ridge and Utah Mountain. The asphalt rolled flat for a short stretch between the many hills and became Soco Road. I drove through miles of restaurants, bars, hotels, and gift shops. Maggie Valley, according to the 2000 census, is a town of 607 people. On the five-mile stretch of Soco Road, I counted about thirty restaurants.

Today every slope is a housing development—for vacationers, I assume—named, as is the mode for developments, for the very things the bulldozers took from the landscape: Walnut Hills, the Meadows, Wild Acres. The one I explored was a cluster of gray, particleboard-paneled houses stacked like playing cards.

Whatever Maggie Valley once was, it no longer is.

The town has commodified itself, just as Popcorn has. I got the feeling that everything I touched, everything I saw, was being done for the benefit of tourists. That feeling is enhanced by the breathtaking tally of the roadside gift shops. Finally, at the edge of town, a gigantic sign in yellow and black announced that I’d found the most photographed vista of the Smokies.

Certainly, this place was perfect for books about backwoods distilling, for stoneware jugs, for metamoonshine.

But there was one last contradiction: Popcorn had been busted.

The headline had read, “Fire Call Leads to Moonshine Bust: Firefighters Responding to a Cocke County Fire on Tuesday Discovered Much More than They Expected.”

On property belonging to Marvin “Popcorn” Sutton, they found everything needed to make moonshine, as well as dozens of jugs of the finished product. Three large stills were in operation, and a building on the property was on fire.

Sutton now faces two charges stemming from Tuesday’s bust. Before his arrest, Sutton had gained a certain notoriety for his popular books and videos teaching others how to make moonshine.

According to one of Popcorn Sutton’s videos, he’s gotten in trouble for moonshining before—in 1974, and again in 1998.

He’s expected to appear before a judge on these most recent charges on May 9.

Popcorn’s shack in Maggie Valley is at the top of a hill, and at the bottom of that hill is the Misty Mountain Ranch, a bed-and-breakfast with a few cabins arrayed around a gravel parking lot. Karen and Peter, originally from Chicago, own the place. They, being garrulous and good-natured folks, befriended Popcorn, and he eventually became a mascot for the B&B. They bought one of his Model A’s and dropped it in the yard, where it sits with a copper still bolted onto the back and some stickers, one of which reads DON’T LET THE TRUTH GET IN THE WAY OF A GOOD STORY.

It was here that I lurked and waited for Popcorn, and things got strange.

“Oh, I wish you’d called ahead,” said Karen, “but it’s okay, he’s coming here today, anyway. Do you have his cell phone number?”

His what?

When the local news did a segment on him, the whole thing was framed by the idea that Maggie Valley is a beautiful place where people can see life “the way it used to be.” The local news writers held that the more folks wanted to see the old ways, the more they crowded them out. The old culture died. What’s left of the old ways, they claimed, throbs in Popcorn’s breast. This sort of thing suits Popcorn fine; it’s exactly the line he sells about himself.

I hadn’t begun by looking for inconsistencies, but once I started paying attention—once, in other words, someone offered up a self-proclaimed mountain man’s cell phone number—they began to leap out at me like mice from a kitchen drawer.

I went back and watched the clip of that local news report again. The camera is on Popcorn in his cabin, ostensibly a mountain shack, heated by just a woodstove. He says, “I can cook right here on top of it just as good as you can on an electric stove, downtown.” In the left margin of the screen there is an electric stove.

That’s not fair—perhaps it’s gas.

Karen told me that Popcorn was not well, he’d fallen off of his front porch and hurt his back. He was seeing a chiropractor, and that was making it worse. “He’s taking codeine,” she said, “but maybe he’ll want to meet you.”

So I waited around.

I gave Karen $35 for Popcorn’s DVD, mendaciously and manipulatively titled This Is the Last Dam Run of Likker I’ll Ever Make, and put it on back in my cabin.

The documentary is fun: Popcorn drives around in his old Ford, looks for a good spot, and rambles on about himself.

Popcorn finds a stream with good water and shows the camera some “water weeds,” which he claims prove the water will make good liquor. He’s 10 yards ahead of the camera, and he climbs over a rock or two to come back toward the cameraman. He bitches about how hard of a job it is. It’s rough stuff, in rough country, and he’s old and tired.

The camera follows him as he walks, and we see that the car is on the side of the road, which is maybe 10 yards away—quite a hike.

I wandered back up to the house, fed the ducks, and drank a beer with my hosts until a gold Toyota pulled down the driveway. It was Popcorn. He was too tired to talk, in too much pain, and too foggy from the codeine.

He’s tiny.

That was the end of me and Popcorn, but it wasn’t the end of Popcorn’s story. After the fire at his home led to being busted, he proceeded to sell moonshine to a federal undercover agent, who ramped him up until they were dealing in volume. Popcorn sold him 300 gallons, and promised him another 500. The feds raided him, and found “three large stills with capacities up to 1,000 gallons, over 850 gallons of moonshine, and hundreds of gallons of mash, materials and ingredients used to manufacture moonshine, and firearms and ammunition.” He pled guilty, and received his sentence on January 26, 2009. He got eighteen months in the federal penitentiary.*

On March 16, a few days before he was to report to prison, Popcorn hooked a pipe up from the exhaust of his Ford Fairlane—his three-jug car, he called it, because he’d traded three jugs of liquor for it—and asphyxiated himself.
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Bringing It All Back Home

It is a way I have of driving off the spleen, and regulating the circulation. Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping into the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats off—then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can.

— HERMAN MELVILLE, MOBY DICK

IN PURSUIT OF THE WHITE DOG, I DREW UP MY LIST OF INGREdients and found a dusty little shop hidden away in the winter woods in upstate New York to fill the bill. The shelves were piled floor-to-ceiling with mysterious ingredients: crystal 6-row malted barley, torrefied wheat, Maris Otter, Belgian candy sugar, flaked maize, amylase enzymes. On the back wall hummed a refrigerator full of yeast. Fermometers, hydrometers, double-level cappers, spargers, wort chillers, scales, stainless-steel pots, vitamin bottles of isinglass and peach flavor, empty bottles, tubing.

To the side was a kitchen of sorts, with a big blackened Vulcan stove and a rough table covered in winemaking supplies. Every inch of wall was festooned with posters of beer festivals, red-nosed beer drinkers announcing a favorite brand, pictures of hop and barley varieties, and everywhere bottles of beer—most of them empty.

The dusty, molasses smell of sweet feed lingered.

Bella—not her real name—was on the phone when I got there, repeating herself. She couldn’t help the guy on the other end.

“Don’t have any … don’t know who does … yeah, well, maybe earlier in the year, but by now everyone’s thrown that all out … yeah, I can’t really think of anyone … no, I don’t have any … don’t know who does … yeah, well …” and so on while I wandered around the shop, soaking up the atmosphere and fingering the odd tools while my son squirmed in my arms and looked excitedly around.

She hung up fifteen minutes later and rolled her eyes.

“Can I ask you something?”

I nodded.

“This guy,” she said dismissively, “I know him, he’s a customer, but he wants the used-up little grapes”—she scrunched her face like a used-up grape and held her two fingers up to indicate the tiny size— “after you make wine.”

I’ve seen, in the basement of a neighbor’s house, the cloudy, blooming, yeasty mess that is that pile of wine leftovers, and I can’t imagine desiring it for anything.

“He wants to make cookies. Says they give the cookies a texture.”

I thought that sounded disgusting and I told her so.

“Good, I’m glad you agree. Ugh. Some people. What an idea. Anyway …” She had moved out from behind her counter and was standing across from me at the butcher block that ran down the middle of the store, with trays of apothecary bottles stacked on one end and a grain mill bolted on at the other. “What can I get for you?” she asked.

I held my son to my chest with one arm while with my other hand I took a folded sheet of paper from my back pocket: I have a list …

The first recipe I used to make whiskey was the same one that George Washington’s farm manager, a Scot named James Anderson, developed and used at the Mount Vernon Distillery. Anderson knew a lot about whiskey, and he convinced Washington that distilling the farm’s grain would help Mount Vernon make money. The instructions are clear, but Washington’s distillery was a commercial interest (in 1799 it produced over 10,000 gallons of whiskey) and operated on a scale I cannot match. To make a hogshead of mash, the script calls for 40 pounds each of rye and corn, 10 pounds of malted barley, 41 gallons of boiling water, 4 gallons of lukewarm water, and approximately 5 gallons more cool water to finish the mix off at the end of the mash-making process, to bring it down to a comfortable 70 degrees. I divided the whole thing by 40, so I’d have a recipe based on 1 pound of corn and 1 pound of rye. My new recipe called for just about a gallon of water. For my first batch I doubled it, hoping to get about 3 gallons of mash.

I figured that if I matched the output of moonshiners, and got 10 percent out of the mash, I’d have a quart of high-proof alcohol. I’d learned at bourbon distilleries that when they uncask their whiskey they add water to bring it down to a drinkable 80 proof, and I planned to do the same.

Walker Percy proclaimed that he never understood an enthusiasm for overproof whiskey, as it only meant one had to drink less. He wanted four glasses of bourbon everyday, and if the bourbon were stronger, he would have to limit himself to three, and that didn’t sound like a good deal to him. I’ve always liked the thought. I would cut my whiskey down, and I’d walk away with two quarts or so of good 80- or 90-proof white dog.

I began: I need some … corn … some rye.

I enjoy mischief and misdemeanors as much as the next guy— perhaps more—but standing there I was struck by the illegality of what I was up to. Bella would certainly know what I was doing. It’s her job to understand all these ingredients. She is the keeper of these many strange tools, she knows their magical, alchemical qualities, their tastes, their by-products. If she knows what isinglass is for, she would figure me for sure.

I spoke in starts. I laugh when I’m nervous—… and some … malted … barley.

“Aha”—a sly smile snuck to the corner of her mouth. “What are you trying to make?”

Might as well have been dressed up like Cary Grant in To Catch a Thief, standing around on a second-story balcony smoking and flipping a half-dollar.

Hesitating, I kept a close watch on my shoes and tried to hide behind my son, who was still squirming in my arms and pointing at everything in the store, asking “Dat? Dat?”

The label read “Crystal 6-Row Malted Barley,” and I told him that was what he was pointing at. He pointed at a row of 3- and 5-gallon glass jars—“Dat!”—and I told him they were called carboys. I turned my attention back to Bella and asked her how many of her friends were agents for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms.

“I have some customers who do what you’re trying to do,” she said. She continued that turn of phrase throughout our conversation, trying to avoid calling what I was doing by name, as if the FBI had a parabolic mike fixed on the place, or I was wearing a wire. I don’t think it would have done her any good at the grand jury; her prefatory statement more or less incriminated her: “If someone walks in the door, I’m going to start talking about how to make your own soda. I know my customers, and there are some we just can’t have this conversation in front of. I have police officers, state troopers, that come in here. So if I change the topic abruptly, that’s what’s going on. Some people are cool. Some people are not.”

I agreed, and we began an impromptu lesson on the qualities of various grains. Some of them would make a mush like Quaker oatmeal, and I’d have a hard time getting the liquid out. It was a good idea to separate the liquid from the solids before distilling. (This is often not done in moonshining, but it is done in commercial distilleries, where the leftover grains are sold as feed for livestock.)

“I assume you have some sort of apparatus?”

I said that I did, and after I’d described it, Bella said, “Oh, so we’re talking about very small quantities.”

My heart sank. I muttered something that wouldn’t qualify as actual disagreement.

“Like, just a little.” She held up her fingers to indicate maybe a shot’s worth. I didn’t think she was right, but I didn’t want to argue. What, after all, do I know? What’s more, I was reassured—if I was making a third of a cup of moonshine at a time, who would care?

As if reading my mind, Bella started on a tear about how people think that it’s okay to distill if they only do a little. “People think it’s not really illegal. People think that it’s okay with the state. The state? I tell them not to worry about the state. Who’s worried about them? This is against federal law. This is the feds you’re dealing with. Feds trump everything.”

When her husband, whom I’ll call Bruce, came back from lunch, she said, “Oh, good, this guy has some questions about distilling.”

“We don’t do that,” he deadpanned with a small flare of the eyes. Then he corrected my choice of malt. (Barley comes in 2-row and 6-row varieties, which refers to the number of rows of kernels on the head. Six-row malt is higher in the enzymes necessary for the conversion of starch to fermentable sugars.)

Maybe the joint was bugged. Maybe I was in over my head; maybe they were just paranoid; but regardless, it was at that moment that I decided to stop telling people what I was doing, and further, to tell most of the folks who already knew that I had changed my mind and decided not to do it. It had truly dawned upon me that I was breaking the law, or at least intending to, and that I wasn’t flirting with the local cops or a speeding ticket or even an open-container summons. I was flirting with real consequences, breaking laws that were not only enforced by local and state agencies, but also by the sort of federal bureaus better known by acronyms.

Bella told me a story about a guy she had supplied who was selling moonshine to his neighbors. He left the door to his garage open and stood there making liquor in the light of day until a state trooper drove by (in an unlikely coincidence that to my ear calls the whole story into question, Bella knew the trooper, too). When they raided him, the guy had 80 gallons of the stuff sitting around. All his neighbors testified that they’d bought some from him. He got fifteen years in the state house.

I left the shop with flaked maize, Briess 6-row pale malted barley, Briess flaked rye, Weyermann rye malt, a 3-gallon carboy, three packets of Pasteur Champagne yeast, a hydrometer, and a thermometer. When I paid, Bella assured me that she wasn’t going to enter me in the computer. “You were never here. I don’t know you.”



	George Washington’s Recipe

	My Approximation

	 




	9 gal. boiling water

	28.8 oz.

	 




	40 lb. corn

	1 lb.

	agitate, and let stand 2 hr.




	12 gal. boiling water

	38.4 oz.

	stir briskly, and let stand 15 min.




	4 gal. lukewarm water 10 lb. malt

	12.8 oz.
.25 lb.

	lukewarm water poured malt gently poured (so as not to mix) let stand 30 min.




	14 gal. boiling water

	44.8 oz.

	let stand 1 hr.




	40 lb. rye

	1 lb

	work well let stand 2–4 hr.




	 

	 

	add cool water till 70°




	pitch yeast

	pitch yeast

	let ferment until fit for still




	 

	124.8 oz. water = .97 gal.—which I think means that if I double it, I’ll get about 3 gal. of mash.





On a Saturday morning I mixed 2 pounds of the flaked maize with roughly 57.6 ounces of boiling water. The maize was excellent and smelled delicious—fresher and with more flavor than any cornmeal I’ve ever cooked with. The next time I make polenta, I am using flaked maize from the brewers’ supply. Of course, polenta was more or less what I had made, and as it thickened in the bottom of the lobster pot I was using as a mash tun, I began to get nervous about how I was going to pour it.

By ten o’clock the mix was like dried cement.

At eleven I attempted to “stir briskly” and recalled the heavy, clodding feeling of trying to run through a muddy field. I had a flash of insight while considering what this would be like if I’d used the full recipe, for stirring 40 pounds of mushed-up, cemented corn at the bottom of a pot while adding boiling water to it must have been incredibly hard work.

But of course it was work that would have been done by slaves. I know it’s chump talk—me standing in my own house, freely pursuing an activity that is only a shade away from recreation—but I felt a real throb of empathy for the plight of the enslaved.

When I added the malt to my mash, it made my kitchen smell dusty and sweet—the same barn bouquet I had picked up on in the brew shop. As the rye woke up in the water, it tossed off an aroma of whiskey. Only a few hours in, and already my house reeked like a distillery. I was gaining confidence and getting excited, but the first real hurdle was yet to come. The mash was forming amoebic clouds in the water. Had the conversion worked? Had the enzymes in the malt converted the carbohydrates to sugar? Would my yeast have anything to eat?

I brought the temperature down to about 70 degrees, floating my thermometer in the lobster pot and double-checking with a meat thermometer because it’s faster. I poured in the yeast, diluted in a quarter-cup of warm water, and I tried to be patient.

I snuck down to the kitchen at 2 A.M. and looked in the pot, to find it bubbling and foaming like witches’ brew. The mashed grain would stay on the counter for seven days, during which I would entertain a raft of fears.

First, I feared that perhaps I’d made vinegar.

Yeast eats sugar and converts it to carbon dioxide and alcohol, and ideally the process stops there. Alcohol, in turn, can be converted into acetic acid—vinegar—by bacteria called acetobacter. Acetobacter is everywhere, and keeping it out of your mix when you’re brewing beer or making wine is one of the reasons you put an airlock on the top of a carboy.

There are other bacteria floating around that are best avoided as well. Foreign, wild yeast brings with it crazy flavors—garden hose, dirt, garbage, worse. The week passed, and with every sniff of the mash I was assured. It was tangy, as it should be, but not overly acidic. And anyway, if it was turned to vinegar, so what? It’d be horrible, and I’d start over again. No harm done, and some malt vinegar for fish and chips to boot.

My next anxiety was of a more serious nature. Rye is where ergot blossoms.

Ergot is a parasitic fungus that grows on grasses, and it likes rye most of all. Simply put, ergot will mess you up. I was flirting, I suddenly feared, with turning an amusing cocktail hour into a mind-bending, agonizing horror show. I would be able to tell if I’d made vinegar; how could I tell if I’d made poison? Ergotism used to be called “St. Anthony’s Fire,” and aside from simple symptoms like gangrene and death, it can cause psychosis, hallucination, and seizures. There is speculation that ergot-infected bread caused the Salem Witch Trials. A whole town in France went haywire in 1951 due to the stuff.

In The Alaskan Bootlegger’s Bible, I read: “Do not try mashing or malting your own rye! The ergot fungus poses a very real hazard to the beginner. Ergot causes a violent deviant sexual behavior. In the incident cited above, peaceful peasants went on a rampage of rape and murder. When armed troops got involved, it was hellish.” Most of the paragraph is italicized in the book.

I allayed my fears as best I could with a crash course on ergot. Food-grade rye is ergot-free. No more chance of poisoning than if I’d made bread. Still, I vowed that the first drink I’d drink alone, and that I’d tell my wife what some of my symptoms might be if I was afflicted with St. Anthony’s Fire, and leave her a number for the exorcist.

I hunched in my basement to avoid banging my head on the exposed pipes or shattering one of the bare bulbs. The hunch fit, an appropriate posture for a mad scientist. On my stainless-steel table I’d gathered a 5-liter Erlenmeyer flask and some glass tubing I found on eBay, a single-coil electric burner I bought at Kmart, and a heat-diffuser gadget of the type long loved by grandmas simmering soups. The key to my ad hoc distillery is the worm coil an old friend from the Shenandoah Valley made for me years ago. It’s about the size of a coffee can, with copper tubing poking out at the top and bottom.

The basic plan of every still is as follows: fermented material is boiled in a pot, and since alcohol boils at a lower temperature than water (alcohol at about 173 degrees and water at 212), the alcohol boils off first. The alcohol vapor is captured and run through a condenser, which cools it down and turns it back into a liquid. The famed alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan, also known as Geber, who lived from 721 to 815, observed that heated wine released a flammable vapor—“of little use, but of great importance to science”—and he invented the alembic to capture it. Surprisingly few real advancements have been made since. Various small refinements have been added, such as a thump keg to double-distill in one run and a slobber box to catch the mash that boils over, but there have been only two major revisions. The “reflux still” or “column still” distills at a higher purity for commercial distilling by making the alcohol vapor travel through a column before it gets to the worm; the continuous column still distills mash nonstop (rather than one charge at a time in a pot); and the “submarine still” allows moonshiners to up their production because the mash ferments in the same container in which it is boiled. This streamlines the process; moving 800 gallons of mash in the woods is difficult.

My first setup mirrored the simplest pot still, and my technique did not differ greatly from Geber’s, or for that matter, from most Scotch whiskey makers, who use a simple, inefficient pot still because it carries the most flavor from the mash into the beverage. If you distill very purely, you get neutral grain spirits. To get whiskey, you want the flavor of the grains.

Although it might have been easier to set up my still in the kitchen, next to the lobster pot full of whiskey mash bubbling and fizzing away on the counter, my stove is powered by propane, and I feared that the glass might break, the still might slip or leak, or that I’d simply knock something over and spill it. Vaporized alcohol is extremely flammable, and I didn’t want to distill over an open flame. I thought I could minimize the risk with an electric burner over the concrete floor of my basement.

One week had passed since I briskly stirred the cemented polenta of my mash, and I’d pieced together my lab equipment in a clumsy sort of hackneyed arrangement: a snare-drum stand held the coil in place, and an old Igloo cooler elevated the catch jar.

The finished mash remained on the kitchen counter, and my plan was to siphon the liquid out of the lobster pot and into the flask in two batches, and then bring the flask back down to the basement and fit it to the worm coil. Problems began immediately. The mash was thick. The gelatinous, glossy, half-digested grain clogged the tube and I couldn’t get the siphon to flow.

The disturbed mash, which had formed a discomfiting filmy bloom on its surface, belched a miasmic sour smell into the kitchen, as if some kind of horrible sourdough had been left alone for far too long. I tried to pour the mash out of the lobster pot and strain it into another vessel, but clumps of grain fell and splashed, and soon there was stinking, glistening grain meal everywhere. It was on the wall, on the backsplash, on the floor, on my butcher block. The mash was far more viscous and much nastier than I expected. This was a glutinous, fetid porridge. I could see why someone might want to make moonshine in the woods, but I didn’t see how it was something you could hide very well. The smell would give you away.

When all was in place—and the kitchen given a cursory hosing down—I took the filled flask back down to the basement and hooked the pieces together. A led to B led to C, but immediately I understood that my plan for a floating thermometer in the glass flask would not work—the liquid was too opaque and I’d never see the reading. Temperature is important because the very first thing boiled off is at best wretched-tasting and at worst poison. With a thermometer you can see easily when you’re getting alcohol (at just over 173 degrees); without one, I’d have to rely on the old hill-country method to gather what distillers call the foreshots. The still sputters. A steady stream starts flowing. The still sputters again, and then starts streaming alcohol. You toss what you get first.

As I cranked the knob to power up the burner, I imagined myself sitting, feet up, sipping from a Ball jar of white dog. The flask was holding about a gallon of liquid, so I was expecting to get one-tenth of that, which I’d cut back up to almost a fifth with water. I could already taste it.

For a long, long time, nothing happened. I was trying to heat it slowly; fast distillation lands weird stuff in the catch jar, but hours were going by and I hadn’t even gotten to a simmer. Every time it seemed to get close, the burner would cool off due to some seemingly random safety gauge the manufacturer had built into it. I began to think about how thin the glass of the Erlenmeyer flask was, and how it must be releasing heat. Is it possible, given a weak, irregular heat source and a container that disburses heat, that a liquid might never boil?

Finally, I removed the heat disburser and put the flask directly on the burner. I was concerned that the flask would shatter. But I was resigned; I figured it wouldn’t matter, since I would only be breaking something that didn’t work.

The flask didn’t break.

The mash began boiling.

The boil gained vigor until the bubbles that rose up the neck looked about to blow off the top and spill. Condensation beaded inside the glass tube leading to the coil. My first steam. Here came the foreshots. I gathered the crazy chemicals in a tin cup, and when the stream flagged, I slipped my Mason jar under the catch spout.

Then things went haywire.

The ice in the cooling tank was already melted, and the cooling water was steaming. The flask was boiling so vigorously that all the fittings were separating, steam was shooting out of the sides of the stopper, and liquid was sputtering out of the gap and spilling down the side of the flask. Steam was erupting where the glass met the copper. Since the coil was no longer cold, vaporized alcohol was traveling all the way through the condenser without condensing and shooting out like steam blowing a whistle.

It was chaos, but a thin trickle of something clear was making it into my Mason jar, and I ran my finger through it. It was unmistakable.

Moonshine whiskey.

I got 2 ounces.

It tasted horrible.
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A River of Whiskey

I’m drowning in a Whiskey River.

— WILLIE NELSON

FRANKLIN COUNTY, VIRGINIA, IS LOUSY WITH WHISKEY stills. There’s one behind the Historical Society in Rocky Mount, the county seat. There are a few at the Blue Ridge Institute in Ferrum. There’s a clutch of them not too far away at Tim Smith’s farm in Climax, where he runs an annual festival of moonshine culture called the Moonshiner’s Jamboree—“culture” here meaning everything but the liquor, everything inside the law. Model stills are ubiquitous; little turnip-shaped things built of copper and mounted onto a varnished plank with miniature dollhouse campfires under their boilers. There’s a picture that shows up all over town of what had been, in 1973, the largest raid ever—twenty-three black pot submarine stills, each with an 800-gallon capacity. It hangs in the dining room of Hema’s restaurant on Main Street in Rocky Mount.

Whitey Taylor mounted a sign by the road to his speedway in Callaway, Virginia, which read WHITEY TAYLOR WELCOMES YOU TO FRANKLIN CO., MOONSHINE CAPITAL USA.

The place is in love with hooch.

There are hot rod shows where prizes are awarded for the car that most accurately depicts a vehicle in which liquor might have been run. (And occasionally one of the cars in the show is, in fact, a car in which liquor was run.) In the winter of 2006, the Blue Ridge Institute at Ferrum College put on an exhibit, and they parked a bootlegging truck in the lobby of the museum and displayed a wealth of collected distilling equipment. The Historical Society, as well as having a still out back, has a few examples arrayed inside with all the tools of the trade: mash forks, proofing bottles, Mason jars, kegs, etc. They also sell books and recipes, and give an annual tour.

This county-wide celebration of illegal liquor is prevalent, but it is not without controversy. That sign by the speedway, for instance: the county asked Whitey to take it down. The residents of Franklin County are proud of their heritage, and they paint a picture of gentle folk, hardworkers who distill a little to make ends meet, or just for the craft and love of it. They’ll tell you about the coppersmith who built the stills by hand, and how much his pieces were valued.

But sepia-toned celebrations of moonshine’s history do not tell the whole story. Backwoods distilling did not fade away with leaded gasoline and AM radio; it transformed.

Over the years, moonshine has become a booming business, and hooch is produced and sold at a surprising clip, in surprising places. Just a dozen blocks or so north of Philadelphia’s Chinatown you find yourself as far as can be from the glorious statue of William Penn atop City Hall while still, so to speak, in its shadow. The city turns grim and dismal, and what vibrancy is on display is not inviting. Thuggish men slow-roll down the middle of the street, glowering. Sullen girls stand alone in rubble-strewn lots. There are corner stores with Newport ads and rowhouses in heavy disrepair. On many blocks more houses are deserted than occupied.

This is as far from stereotypical moonshine country as it is from Franklin County. Moonshine in songs and movies is almost exclusively a pastime and product of poor whites. The people of North Philly are poor blacks. Nonetheless, this is the biggest market for moonshine in America. This is where the vast majority of illicit hooch is sold.

On a May evening in 2002, an immense explosion set the shoe fruit swinging on the telephone wires. It had come from North Uber Street, near Montgomery Avenue. A low brick warehouse stood across from a row of houses, some with plywood hinged onto the doorframe to serve as an entrance, others just shells.

The whole block seemed to be waiting for an explosion, and perhaps the residents, hearing the blast and the clunk and tumble of falling bricks, thought that the city fathers had succeeded in one of their constant motions to flatten and rebuild.

But if you had turned the corner onto North Uber from Montgomery, you’d have looked up at a gaping hole in the third story—this was no demolition job. There were no workers there, no caution tape. As the evening peace reasserted itself—plastic grocery bags swirled into the soft breeze coming to rest again in the skinny branches of sooty trees—you’d catch a whiff of something strange, as if the explosion had uncovered a bakery and the blast had sprayed the air with donut batter and turned the breeze sour, yeasty, and sweet. Then you’d notice a higher smell, a pervasive and fiery odor, familiar, but out of context and hard to recognize.

Alcohol.

The street, the sidewalk, the porches across the street, the tumble of bricks all over the place, everything was moist with viscous, stinking, slick syrup. The block had been bathed in unprocessed sugar jack moonshine.

Through the hole could be seen huge steel vats and a maze of piping, all well organized and put together, with HVAC systems and drainage, boilers, and tubs.

The plant that exploded that evening in North Philadelphia had a processing capacity of 3,000 gallons. Using the rough rule of thumb that one gets about a tenth of whatever you put into the boiler out as distillate, 3,000 gallons means this operation was producing 300 gallons of alcohol at a time, which would add up to 600 gallons of 100-proof white lightning. No one sets up a still of that magnitude and complexity—HVAC! Drainage!—so they can run it as a hobby on Saturday afternoons. This is not a pastime. This is business. One run a day would produce 4,200 gallons of illegal liquor a week. That’s roughly 179,200 one-dollar, 3-ounce shots a week, with a year-end value of $9,318,400.

Of course, it’s not all sold by the shot. Shine is moved by the gallon and the quart out of the trunks of cars in blackmarket streetlight deals more reminiscent of a drug score than a trip to the liquor store. But the numbers indicate that Philadelphia is drinking well over 10 million shots of moonshine per year, because this can’t be the only game in town.

In Virginia, the Roanoke Times wrote up the story and quoted Sergeant Stacey Marshall of the Pennsylvania State Police Bureau of Liquor Enforcement: “This is huge. We’re talking about an extremely sophisticated operation,” he said. “I guess there must be a lot of people with a taste for this stuff.” And then, overlooking the recent explosion to make a point, he continued: “There are legal microbreweries that are not as well-put-together as this place.”

Mark Chait, the ATF assistant special agent in charge of the Philadelphia office, was at the scene. “It appears to be a fairly well-organized still,” Chait said. “We don’t uncover these very often, especially inside the city limits. It’s the kind of thing you usually see in remote areas.”

“I was always under the impression that it came up from the South,” agreed Sergeant Marshall.

Although moonshine is low on the Philadelphia legal radar—this story vanished as quickly as the dust settled—Sergeant Marshall wasn’t surprised about the presence of, or market for, 16,800 gallons of moonshine a month. Sergeant Marshall was simply surprised that it was being made there. Surprised, because the millions of shots of moonshine that Philadelphia drinks every year are trucked up the highway from the border of Virginia and North Carolina. Philly is the moonshine-drinking capital of the world, and Franklin County is the moonshine-making capital of the world, and the interstate highways that connect the two (81 north to 66 east to 95) are like a pipeline.

The stills had had to move, at least for the time being, and mostly because of the effort of Jimmy Beheler and the agents who worked with him on the Illegal Whiskey Task Force of Virginia’s Alcohol Control Board (ABC).

I met Beheler at a Mexican restaurant called El Rodeo on the outskirts of Rocky Mount, Virginia. I was anxious as I drove Route 40 through the shaley, steep bit of country, where the hills are close like the bellows of an accordion. It was a mild December day, the day before Christmas Eve. As I drove, I caught brief glimpses into tiny shaded hollows; here a few dozen square feet back in the crook, there a quarter-acre of flat land with a couple of trailers or a little cabin chugging woodsmoke into the gray winter air. “Horizon” in Franklin County becomes an unimaginable abstraction. Your eye never focuses on anything more than 400 yards away.

It must have been hard work chasing moonshiners here.

There were plenty of them to chase. The whiskey rebels followed these mountains down from western Pennsylvania, no doubt wishing to continue their lives apace, as if the Whiskey Rebellion—and the whiskey tax—had never happened. They must have looked upon the country with the same gleam that a cattle rancher displays looking out upon an endless, sagey stretch of open range. There are plenty of places to hide.

Beheler is a tall, strong-looking man with light brown hair and a brushy mustache, and when I met him, he was in blue jeans and a button-down oxford with a patch designed after the Sun Records seal. He waited for me in the parking lot, smoking a cigarette in his big Ford pickup.

“Nobody ever did like Jimmy,” I’d heard. “Now they hate him.”

Most of this is the simple animosity generated by Beheler’s twenty-four years of enforcing laws that the majority of the county would rather see ignored. Many citizens don’t want Franklin County associated with moonshine, and an odd but prevalent logic has it that the reporting and arresting of moonshiners outweighs the impact of the moonshine itself.

Beheler was a great violator of a hill country omerta. He betrayed the gentleman’s agreement that moonshiners would not get arrested unless agents caught them red-handed. He’d gone to high school here, grown up here, but he’d refused to play along.

While some would find it understandably awkward to arrest former classmates, Beheler had reconciled: “If you don’t want to get arrested, stay out of the liquor business.”

Beheler also refused to be bribed.

“One of the biggest bootleggers in the county, he approached me about Christmastime ’91 or ’92. He was walking around with a couple of people, laughing. He walked by me and said, ‘Jim, how you doing?’ ‘Pretty good, Bobby Joe, how ’bout you?’”

They made some small talk, said Merry Christmas, and shook hands.

“There was five hundred dollars there in the palm of my hand. I said, ‘Bobby Joe, uh-uh. No. You can’t do that.’”

Beheler said they stood for what felt like fifteen minutes passing the money back and forth.

“You don’t owe me that,” Beheler told him.

He tried to get something done about the attempted bribe.

“It was a joke, it was a fucking joke. For six months I went to the commonwealth attorney. Finally, I went to one of the state police investigators.”

Together they put on a sting operation. Beheler would play along.

“I walked up to his truck. I had a tape recorder. We talked for a couple of minutes and I said, ‘Bobby Joe, Whattayou want from me?’ Just point-blank. He said, ‘I don’t care about anybody else, but whenever you haul up close to where I’m at, I want to know about it. I’m not doing a lot now, but in the spring I’ll get started up pretty big. Right now I’ll give you five hundred a month, and in the spring, we can talk about it, and I can do a lot better.’ … And then, for the next five or six months, first of the month, he’d call me, and I’d go meet him. And then a couple of times he’d call late at night, and I didn’t know, I was a little uneasy.”

Beheler gave me the impression that he never knew who was on which side of the law, that he never knew who might tell Bobby Joe that he was being set up. Beheler always told someone where he was going and who he was meeting.

I pointed out that that wouldn’t have kept him from getting shot.

“Least they would have an idea who did it,” he countered.

They kept up the charade until it got repetitious.

“I’d just get the money, and I’d give him information, meaningless shit, you know, I never told him anything that would amount to nothing.”

What Jimmy wanted most of all was insight into who else had been bribed.

“I mean, for him to walk up to me and just stick five hundred dollars in my hand, he had done that before. We wanted to know who he had paid in the past.”

When they arrested Bobby Joe, he said he’d snitch, but a couple of days later he changed his tune. He’d been thinking about it, and he wanted to go to court.

“He pled guilty to five or six counts of bribery,” said Jimmy, “and one count of manufacturing. He got fifty-five years, I believe. He pulled about two years up here in the local jail. I mean, shit. Sent him on home.” Jimmy shrugged. “That’s the way it works.”

People in Franklin County, thinks Beheler, just fail to see moonshining as a big deal.

The justice system, it seemed, reflected an attitude more suited to the nostalgic recollections of moonshine’s past than to the bustling, million-dollar business it had become. Those who were not bribed, it seems, were simply complicit because they don’t see moonshine as a crime. As a result, the laws went mostly unenforced.

“For so many years, the stakes were very minimal. Year after year after year, you caught the same people. I’ve arrested people and seized their vehicles, and the commonwealth attorney was calling me before I got back to the office to do the paperwork, and they wanted to bond their trucks back out. We’ve seized the same trucks over and over and over again. And of course it’s in someone else’s name, and of course they get it right back. The first time, I can understand that. The second time? No. Third, fourth, fifth? No. It’s not your wife’s truck.”

When Franklin County moonshiners were arrested in the past, they were represented by local lawyer William Davis, and they were tried in the county court. If they did a turn in lockup, they were treated nicely. Not only were their trucks out of impound quickly, but their farms were never seized, their bank accounts never frozen. In one famous example, a moonshiner was let out every afternoon to feed his cows.

“It’s a bit of nudge and wink. They think, oh well, he might be making liquor, but you know, it’s just a little bit.”

It wasn’t a sideline misdemeanor. Shine was business, and Beheler began to treat it that way.

The Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations statute, the RICO Act, is usually used as a tool for the prosecution of organized crime, because under it, if you conspire to break the law, it’s as if you’d broken that law yourself. RICO spreads out the responsibility for criminal activities. To oversimplify the thing, if you are the head of an organized-crime family and murders happen on your watch, you can be tried for the murders. No longer will the chain of subordinates protect you. No one would be able to hide behind still hands; no one would skate.

Perhaps more important, Beheler had successfully courted the feds and was sending cases to federal court, which meant different judges, different lawyers, and different rules. Property would be seized, bank accounts frozen—people wouldn’t be getting their trucks back, and they wouldn’t be let out of jail to do chores. This was the big time.

I had seen a series of photographs that recorded a bust in the 1980s, and the image that had struck me as most interesting, I told Beheler, was the one that depicted the busted moonshiners sitting in the grass. The sun was shining on their shoulders and they looked at ease, if not downright jovial, with their elbows resting on their crooked knees and open cans of Budweiser at their feet. They didn’t look like folks who were under arrest.

That seems, I said, like a very friendly bust.

“Oh, well, yeah, I mean, you know, you never mistreated anybody.”

And vice versa?

“Exactly. There’s a line here. And you don’t cross it.”

And as the stakes got higher, did that line change?

“Yeah. That changed.”
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The Crossroads: Jefferson, Hamilton, and the Golden Age of Whiskey

We are already obliged to strain the impost till it produces clamor, and will produce evasion, & war on our own citizens to collect it: and even to resort to an Excise law, of odious character with the people, partial in its operation, unproductive unless enforced by arbitrary and vexatious means, and committing the authority of the government in parts where resistance is most probable, & coercion least practicable.

— THOMAS JEFFERSON, IN A LETTER TO GEORGE WASHINGTON, 1792

MY VERSION OF GEORGE WASHINGTON’S WHISKEY WAS vile, brutal stuff with a nose like paint thinner and a finish like a wire brush. Nonetheless, I raised my Ball jar and managed a small toast to the outlaws. Drunk and armed, they’d gathered in Monongahela to protest the Whiskey Tax of 1791, loathed since it was levied. George Washington and Alexander Hamilton mustered 13,000 troops and led them to Pennsylvania to put the rebellion down, but by the time they arrived, the rebels were gone. America’s first moonshiners had packed up their stills and moved on. Here, at the Whiskey Rebellion, begins the split: the legal distilling industry on one side, black-marketeering on the other.
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