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  There’s no denying that brown spirits are undergoing an amazing renaissance. Depending upon whom you speak with, that may have begun as recently as five or six years ago, or it may have been percolating since the late 1980s; but it’s very true that right now, whiskey, bourbon, and scotch are all hot. From a plethora of interest in scotch and the broad expansion of its popularity worldwide, to the growth of American whiskeys and bourbons not only in the United States but also in unexpected, emerging spirits markets in Australia, China, Korea, Japan, Russia, India, and Eastern Europe, something big happened and is changing the way we view brown spirits across the board.




  While Scots and Irish products are a big part of this market, this book chooses to focus on the American cousins, very specifically those made in Kentucky and Tennessee, the traditional homes of American bourbon and whiskey. We’re seeing a rise in craft distilling across the nation. You’ll now find whiskey being made in small-batch distilleries in the Midwest, the Northeast, and on the Pacific coast. Kentucky bourbon and Tennessee whiskey are the spirits that have come to define us nationally as much as anything else we produce. If you ask a Kentuckian or Tennessean, they might say that if you drink whiskey made anywhere else in the United States, you might just be kidding yourselves. We are the real deal.
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  From the 1950s through the 1980s, bourbon and whiskey brands came to be associated with celebrities, sometimes those with rebellious or devil-may-care attitudes—from writing powerhouses like William Faulkner and Tennessee Williams to Frank Sinatra, the Rolling Stones, Guns ’N Roses, and outlaw country icon Willie Nelson singing “Whiskey River (Take My Mind).” More recent artists across genres—take Frankie Ballard for example, or Rihanna, or Sundy Best—have kept up the tradition.




  In 1964 President Johnson—a whiskey drinker himself—along with Congress, officially declared bourbon to be a native spirit, a “distinctive product of the United States.” Bourbon was the first product of any kind to get this special designation. I suspect LBJ never anticipated what Kentucky bourbon and Tennessee whiskey would become a few decades later. Back then, bourbon was generally regarded as the drink of the Southern gentleman, the kind of thing you consumed while playing cards, and perhaps smoking a cigar—LBJ would have been very familiar with that world.




  Today bourbon and whiskey woo customers from a wide-ranging collection of men and women across all walks of life. They are the focus of a thriving revival of artisan cocktail culture, in which drinks familiar to the Johnson White House, like mint juleps and Old-Fashioneds, are just the introduction. They are still made here with loving care by distillers with a lifelong commitment. Some, like Jimmy Russell, the eighty-year-old master distiller at Wild Turkey, have been at it for sixty years and are passing the role along to sons, grandsons, and nephews. Others, including the Nelson brothers at Nelson’s Greenbrier or John Pogue at Old Pogue, have only just begun, even though their family traditions date back to the nineteenth century.




  All of them make up part of this ongoing, developing heritage. I am proud to introduce you to these distillers and their art and give you a bit more background on them, in hopes that you decide to do more than just buy a bottle.




  The Changing Face of Bourbon




  The goal of this volume is not to give you the concise history and science behind these spirits. There are other good books that do that out there, including Michael R. Veach’s excellent Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey: An American Heritage. I also highly recommend Eric Byford’s documentary film Straight Up: Tennessee Whiskey and his forthcoming follow-up on Kentucky bourbon. You’ll also want to follow a good blog or two—I recommend Chuck Cowdery’s (chuckcowdery.blogspot.com).




  The goal here is to introduce you to many of the distilleries in these states, the personalities of their distillers and owners, and the character of the whiskey and bourbon they make. The hope is to interest you enough to get you out traveling across the two states, discovering not only fantastic spirits but also a culture with roots dating back two hundred years, and developing an understanding and appreciation of a spirit that is quintessentially our own.




  Whiskey and bourbon have a very long history in this part of the country, inexorably tied to key moments in history, from the Whiskey Rebellion and the Louisiana Purchase to Prohibition. Since World War II there have been moments in which the industry struggled to survive in a Southern culture where the notion of Prohibition continues to cling. Indeed, a surprising number of counties in Tennessee and Kentucky remain dry. Famously, Moore County, home of Lynchburg, Tennessee, and the iconic Jack Daniel’s distillery, remains dry as of this writing, even though it produces one of the best-known and best-loved whiskeys in the world. (Though as filmmaker Eric Byford says, the new understanding of revenue potential from distilleries is making some of these counties damper.)
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  Prior to Prohibition, each of these states had hundreds of distilleries in operation. Robertson County in Tennessee alone had some seventy-two individual distilleries. Some of them served a national and international market; others served the local grocery store or the distiller’s farmer friends on a Saturday evening. Almost every distiller had his (or her) own techniques for making whiskey and bourbon, though the basic rules—like 51 percent corn or better in the mash—were established early on.




  Bourbon and whiskey taxes funded almost every American war until Prohibition; the country was carried on the back of that revenue. It was because of Prohibition that a national income tax became necessary: So much revenue was lost in making alcohol illegal. Despite its repeal on December 5, 1933, many of the country’s longtime distilleries never came back.




  The two states handled their distilling communities in very different ways in Prohibition’s aftermath. Kentucky embraced its distilleries and the families that controlled them, and worked tirelessly to grow its bourbon tourism to the point that today it brings in hundreds of thousands of visitors each year to the state. The Kentucky Bourbon Trail program, which ten of the state’s distilleries participate in together, has claimed more than 1.4 million visitors over the past five years, with more than 400,000 guests from all over the world visiting at least one of those distilleries in 2012. Clearly, those tourists have significant impact in the state, resulting in not only tours and purchases of the state’s products (and the associated state taxes that come from alcohol), but also in filled restaurants, hotels, and other tourist attractions.




  With this rebirth of the industry’s popularity, Kentucky has also seen a distinct rise in its craft distillery population, so much so that there is now a Kentucky Bourbon Trail Craft Tour that runs from Bardstown down to Bowling Green, across to Louisville and Lexington, and includes eight smaller distillers, many of whom are producing excellent small-batch products. Some of them are brand-new iterations, like Town Branch, Corsair, and Barrel House, while others, Old Pogue and Willett for example, are reinventions of older brands whose distilleries closed up shop some time ago, often by members of the original family.




  Tennessee, by contrast, has been much slower to the mark. Tennessee whiskey, led by Jack Daniel’s and George Dickel, has long had a good reputation, but until the 1990s, when Phil Prichard came on board with his craft distillery, that was the only real legal spirit making of note in the state, and more was not anticipated. When Prichard decided to set himself up in the 1990s, he took advantage of locating in one of the three counties (Moore, Lincoln, and Coffee) in Tennessee that at the time allowed for distilling when he opted to open in Kelso in an old school building in Lincoln County. It would take almost another decade before the efforts of lobbyist Mike Williams of Franklin (founder of Collier and McKeel) and craft distillers like Darek Bell and Andrew Weber of Corsair, who at the time were operating entirely out of their Bowling Green facility, would manage to influence a change in Tennessee’s laws in late 2009 under Governor Phil Bredesen.




  How that change will affect tourism is still an open question. I like to think that the arrival of new craft distillers and the potential for a third large-scale distillery in Nashville coming from Speakeasy/Pennington’s, will begin to draw even more travelers than those who make the annual pilgrimage to Lynchburg for Jack Daniel’s or to nearby George Dickel. And surely those crowds get bigger every year. With the promise of some more-diverse openings in places like Memphis, how big the Tennessee Trail might eventually become is also an open question, but whether you follow Interstate 65 from the Kentucky border through Nashville to Alabama or get off on Interstate 24 and head to Chattanooga, there are now a growing number of spirit-related stops that didn’t exist before.




  As this book went to press, Chattanooga Whiskey just got their new facility under way, and H Clark Distillery in Thompson’s Station cut the ribbon on its new building. (Find them via hclarkdistillery.com.)




  Where the Bourbon Industry Is Headed




  In 2013 current Tennessee governor Bill Haslam signed into law the long-term traditional requirements that any product labeling itself “Tennessee Whiskey” or “Tennessee Sour Mash Whiskey” must be required to meet the federal required standards for bourbon production, plus follow what’s known as the “Lincoln County Process,” which is the step that separates Tennessee whiskey from Kentucky bourbon.
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  The federal requirements for a spirit to be called “bourbon” declare that the spirit must be produced in the United States (to be Kentucky bourbon, it must be produced in Kentucky). It must contain a grain mixture that is at least 51 percent corn (most bourbons and Tennessee whis-keys are additionally made with rye and malted barley, but there are variations as to how much—Kentucky bourbon tends to have a higher rye content than traditional Tennessee whiskey made by Jack and George). The spirit must be aged in new, charred oak barrels, distilled to no greater than 160 proof, cut as it goes into the barrel to not more than 125 proof, and bottled at 80 proof or higher. (If you’re a true novice, the proof is twice the percentage of alcohol by volume, so 80 proof is 40 percent alcohol.)




  Those rules are very specific, and part of the bourbon and whiskey resurgence has been a close testing of them. Of course, the added step in Tennessee whiskey, the Lincoln County Process, demands that the distillate be mellowed by running it through a layer of sugar maple charcoal before it is put in the barrels to age. That process makes Jack Daniel’s and George Dickel mellower and sweeter than many of their Kentucky bourbon counterparts.




  The burgeoning world market, and the reality that many of the large distillers are now owned at least in part by multinationals with their own business concerns, means that corporate culture has begun to challenge the stringent requirements long set down in tradition, especially in Tennessee. The question of whether or not whiskey must be aged in new barrels has recently been a source of much discussion across the Tennessee whiskey world, and while that seems to be a settled issue now, it will most likely continue to rear its head over time.




  Simply put, the reuse of barrels might be economical for some companies, but the vast majority of the state’s distillers, craft and otherwise, believe it would produce a lesser-quality product. Nearly universally, distillers told me over and over that the importance of fresh charred oak barrels in giving whiskey its flavor and character as it sits for years cannot be overemphasized, and to change the process would be to produce something that is not Tennessee whiskey.




  The other big question that surrounds the industry, which anyone who follows the news of the whiskey world must be aware of, is the issue of “rectifying” versus producing. That’s not one you’ll see go away anytime soon. The pages of the Daily Beast, the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the airwaves of NPR covered it in depth in 2014. The Tennessee legislature discussed the issue of what constitutes the nomenclature “Tennessee whiskey” twice during the writing of this book alone. By the time you read this, they will have taken it up again, one suspects. While it may seem like a simplistic issue, it’s not at all. The situation is not unique to Tennessee and Kentucky—it has affected a huge number of distillers. Many so-called craft distillers have labeled their products as local, but in reality have been sourcing them from mass producers—and with luck, aging them locally, though not producing them.




  The most obvious example has been the recent controversies—everywhere from Iowa to Kentucky—over rye whiskey, which in fact is produced and distilled by companies like Midwest Grain Products (often abbreviated MGP) in Lawrenceburg, Indiana, a company that sources whiskey—often very good whiskey, most frequently rye whiskey—of various kinds for a huge number of producers. Bulleit Rye, Templeton Rye, and George Dickel Rye all start their existence with MGP. MGP also produces neutral grain spirits used in the production of gin and vodka for various companies. At issue, however, is the right to label something as a product of the state even if it is not.




  Some of those producers include craft distillers and large distillers here in Tennessee. It seems like it’s an easy question, but the reality is full of complexities. Most agree it’s wrong to mislabel a so-called “rectified” product—bought from another company elsewhere who made it, tweaked to meet your needs, and then bottled and labeled as your own as if made in your state. However, the larger truth is that, first, rectifying has been going on for centuries and in some cases is part of the tradition, and second, the more obvious reality is that young distilleries have to age their products, and meanwhile, they need to make a profit to keep running while their whiskey ages. That takes years and makes things more complex.




  Starting a distillery is no small financial endeavor. Ingredients and the necessary equipment don’t come cheaply. Those young distilleries have a couple of options—they can produce other spirits, from unaged whiskeys (sometimes mistakenly called “moonshine”) to products like rum or vodka that don’t require the time commitment and can quickly make it to market without years of aging.




  Even so, there are very strong feelings on the subject at every distillery you go to, some pro and some con. Expect this issue to be ongoing, something that will involve both large court cases and small local conundrums for quite some time. In Tennessee and Kentucky the labeling laws are such that if the product isn’t genuinely made in the state, it can’t be labeled as Kentucky bourbon or Tennessee whiskey. Where it is labeled as such, it’s understood that the product matches the legal requirement and definition.




  You’ll see the same thing happening with unaged products as well, including products labeled “moonshine” or “white dog,” which is, in fact, grain alcohol from large producers that has been flavored and altered to meet the palates of consumers. That doesn’t mean these products are necessarily bad; more often than not they are flavored to appeal to buyers and answer their needs. It does mean the national discussion about what some spirits are and are not is a long-term prospect we’ll be dealing with for some time. The debate should be interesting, because producers making true white whiskey and true moonshine have an investment in consumers understanding what those words mean, and to likewise have expectations based on those meanings.




  What comes to mind most is the number of distillers who take pride in the fact that their product is made in this region, with a slow-aging process, and that it’s natural—a combination of good grain, yeast, and limestone-filtered water. Most of the new distilleries that source whiskey are now honestly laying down their own whiskey. Their biggest challenge will be to create something the market likes as much or more than the rectified product. Many craft and small-batch distillers have made that transition admirably over the past few years. Look at Brown-Forman’s Woodford Reserve, for a great example, originally sourced via the company’s Old Forester label. Others will succeed too, and bear in mind, many of those rectified products are in fact actually good drinking. The public is glad to buy them.




  Meanwhile, from those newer distilleries that have launched other products to keep themselves financially sound while the aging process takes place, there has arisen a collection of really interesting artisan non-brown spirits in the area. Barrel House distilling company in Lexington, Kentucky, is making some pretty fine barrel-aged rum right now; Corsair Artisan offers up an assortment of products—their gin is outstanding if you like juniper and citrus on the front, and I’m excited about the apple brandy they’re starting to produce; and Tenn South in Lynnville, Tennessee, has an artisan take on gin with a distinctly Southern palate that really will impress you with the potential of the New American gin category. As this book went to press, Speakeasy Spirits brought their splendid Picker’s Vodka to market as well.




  In those cases the entrepreneurial spirit drove the invention of some outstanding products. Pay attention. Plenty of the small distilleries in this book don’t have much in the way of marketing budget, but they’re worth looking for in your liquor store, and many of their products are available online. If you have the urge to try something, please do.




  There are also a few distilleries that have taken on the challenge of unaged whiskeys and done exceptionally well with them, and a few who are committed to real, old-school moonshine whiskey made like the bootleggers and wildcatters did back in the day. Short Mountain in Woodbury, Tennessee, stands out in that category. Also included is a distillery in Asheville, North Carolina, right over the border, Troy and Sons, because they have deep ties to Tennessee. Their view on unaged whiskey is worthy of your consideration.




  In the end, this book is being written at a wild time in the industry. Business is booming as artisan cocktails and craft distilleries intrigue popular culture and classic American brown spirits have attained a new and profound respect in the worldwide market. Whether you’re a longtime fan of Jim Beam or Maker’s Mark, Woodford Reserve or Jack Daniel’s, if you’re a fan of true Kentucky bourbon or Tennessee whiskey, this is your time. If you are excited by new iterations on the theme—by Corsair’s outstanding experimental small-batch whiskeys or the brand-new bourbon from Barrel House or the wickedly good moonshine at Short Mountain—this is your time too.




  If you’re brand new to drinking bourbon and whiskey, the answer to the best way to drink it is the best way you like it. As Jimmy Russell, Bill Samuels, or Fred Noe III will tell you, “Drink it neat, drink it on the rocks, drink it in a cocktail—the way you like it is the right way.” Most of the distilleries generously provided their own recipes for you to try, if cocktails are your thing. Also included is a short chapter with traditional and basic cocktail recipes that you can try on your own. Most are incredibly easy to make.




  With that in mind, welcome to this odyssey across the bourbon and whiskey world. Each chapter is different and distinct—some more personal adventure, some more serious conversations with distillers—but all are guides to the spirits and the places where they’re made. Each chapter tells you something different about the history, the technology, and the experience of bourbon and whiskey in this part of the world. Still, don’t take it on word alone. Come down and visit.
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  Kentucky and Tennessee have everything you need to make whiskey. The two states, with their eastern mountains, rivers for transport, rolling hills, ideal agricultural climates with four distinct seasons, and abundant natural limestone for filtering iron and other minerals out of water, provide anything you could want for the production of good brown spirits. Whiskey production came after settlers arrived in this area. It didn’t so much come with them as develop as a resource after they arrived, not just for the enjoyment of drinking but as a tool for barter and exchange as well. During the colonial era, neither had yet achieved statehood on their own: Kentucky was a westward extension of Virginia, and Tennessee of North Carolina. From the 1770s to 1790s, an influx of population, including colonial officers given land grants for their service during the Revolution, encouraged the development of good-sized towns and eventual recognition by the fledgling nation. Kentucky became a state in its own right in 1792, Tennessee in 1796.




  When you talk about colonial America, of course, the most popular spirit isn’t whiskey—rum and gin easily surpass it in terms of regular production and use. Rum, the still-popular Caribbean spirit whose history we know today mostly by references in movies about seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century pirates, was made from molasses, produced from sugarcane. Demand for it helped build up the massive sugar plantations in the Caribbean, supplying not only the American colonies, but Europe as well. The first rum distilleries in the United States were built as early as the 1660s in New York and New England, and they quickly became successful. The drink’s popularity was not limited to the north. Virginia and the Carolinas developed a taste for it as well. If you’re a fan of the STARZ series Black Sails, which follows eighteenth-century pirates, you might have a sense of what rum meant to the colonial Americas.




  Other spirits, including gin—a spirit that dates back medicinally at least to the Middle Ages, made by adding botanicals, especially juniper, to fermented grain mash—developed a popularity with colonial Americans as well. Beer, of course, had come to the colonies with the settlers at Jamestown and Plymouth, and remained a mainstay in the colonial diet. Most beers were made in the home, just like bread and other staples, while distilled spirits were more likely to be purchased. In some cases, beer was regarded as a safer alternative to local water for drinking, a not unreasonable choice in the colonial era when sanitation was not at modern levels of refinement.




  Whiskey, or whisky, as the Irish and Scots spelled it, was nothing new to the colonists. Distilled spirits made from grain mash had been produced for centuries in various forms. Immigrants from both areas settled in Virginia and the Carolinas, and many moved westward during the colonial era. The Scots-Irish, particularly, made it into the area early on, and are credited with bringing the tradition of mashed-grain distilled spirits with them.




  (By way of clarification, “Scots-Irish” is an American term that largely refers to people of Scots and English descent whose families moved to Ireland during the early seventeenth-century settlement of the Irish “plantations”—they remained Protestant (often of dissenting sects, Calvinist rather than high church Anglican) in the Catholic majority country, mostly settling in Ulster in Northern Ireland. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they migrated, along with other Irish and British citizens, to the colonies in significant numbers.)




  Historian Mike Veach counters the notion that whiskey was strictly a product of immigrants from the British Isles by pointing out that the names of the big early distillers, many still around today, are fairly diverse—Williams, Pepper, Craig, Beam (the German Boehm), Weller, Spears, Davis, and Myers.




  Coming from the British Isles primarily, the making of whiskey was not unfamiliar to them, but what they made for the most part in colonial America was unaged—what today we’d call white whiskey or white dog. According to Mike Veach, author of Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey, who graciously allowed me to interview him for this book, people started distilling their own whiskey in Kentucky, Tennessee, and western Virginia because the price for importing rum and other spirits proved prohibitive. Whiskey, he says, could be made from what settlers had at hand, and what they had a lot of was grain. It became so commonplace that coppersmiths in the western parts of the colonies began building pot stills themselves, so more expensive ones didn’t have to be imported from Europe.




  Dub Cornett, Nashville music producer, dynamic marketing voice for Troy and Sons, and a native of the western mountains of Virginia, waxes poetic on the circuit riders who traveled the western territories of the Appalachians, carrying jugs of unaged whiskey with them to help open up new audiences to their preaching. There’s perhaps some irony these days in the notion of whiskey being used to spread the gospels through those hollows and mountains, but evidence suggests he’s got the right idea. Of course, even today, those areas, including my mother’s native Virginia Mountains, have a reputation for producing moonshine of their own. It is and always has been a part of the landscape there. My mom went to school with the children of bootleggers.




  By the time of the American Revolution itself, residents of the western territories had themselves a useful cash crop in whiskey—as Mike Veach tells me, they regarded it the same way they might other commodities they could produce and use for sale or barter, with farmers making small quantities from grain they raised, such as corn and rye, but also wheat. One of the earliest versions, the “Pennington method” (circa 1800), cited to me by both Veach and Jeff Pennington at Speakeasy Spirits, was made primarily of corn, mixed with malted barley and rye. The Pennington method is a “sweet” mash, according to Veach, starting from scratch, cooking grain, and adding yeast; a “sour” mash also adds some of the liquid materials from the previous batch back into the new mash. Sour mash is by far the most common method used today in bourbon and whiskey production here.




  Early on, filtering a distillate through charcoal wasn’t that unusual, though Tennessee’s Lincoln County Process, which filters that distillate through sugar maple charcoal specifically, had not yet made itself commonplace, though Jack Daniel seems to have learned it from the distiller who taught him at least as early as the 1850s.




  As Eric Byford of Beard-force Films, maker of Straight Up, Tennessee Whiskey, will tell you in no uncertain terms, from this era onward whiskey became the primary funding source for our young country’s wars. Many of our founders were distillers themselves. For example, George Washington had his own distillery at Mount Vernon. They understood the value of liquor in the new country’s culture. After the Revolution, when money was needed to pay off the debts incurred during the war, the young government established taxes and tariffs by which to do so. Among those was an excise tax on distilled spirits, which went into effect in 1791.
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  The problem came when the tax imposed proved much tougher on the western territories and states than it did back East. In the West, as Mike Veach says, we had a largely barter-based economy, and whiskey itself was essentially a currency used by many small distillers. Back East, the large distilling companies making rum and gin had real currency—the return on their product. It made it much easier for them to pay the tax than for western distillers to do so. Veach points out that in the East it was easy to gauge how much whiskey each distillery made and tax it accordingly. In the West, with small, haphazard production, federal regulators were making educated guesses and ultimately taxing the farmer-producers for things they hadn’t produced. This is an oversimplified picture, and the federal regulators, according to Veach, did indeed try to show some sympathy to the Kentucky producers, but it underlines the elements that led to the Whiskey Rebellion.




  The worst of the Whiskey Rebellion centered on western Pennsylvania, where troops were ultimately called up to quell the threats of violence coming from the small distillers and farmers producing in that region. In 1794, when a US marshal showed up to issue writs to those who hadn’t paid their taxes, a threatening group of some five hundred insurrectionists arrived at the home of General John Neville, the official tax inspector. President George Washington sent men to negotiate with the angry distillers and farmers, but he also stood his ground. He asked the governor of Pennsylvania, and those of Virginia, New Jersey, and Maryland, to send a militia to enforce the tax. Washington himself rode to Pennsylvania with some 13,000 or so militia men, showing he wasn’t willing to be cowed by the situation. In the end the protesting producers packed up and went home without any physical violence on either side. A few suffered arrest, none were killed, and ultimately everyone was pardoned or let off.




  While this particular tax was repealed under Thomas Jefferson in 1801, taxes on whiskey and distilled spirits continued to fund the government throughout the nineteenth century, including paying for the Civil War and nearly every other armed conflict we entered into. It was only with the coming of national Prohibition, with the passage of the 18th Amendment in 1919, that it became necessary to pass a national income tax to make up for the revenue that was lost.




  Distilling, however, continued apace, including in the new states of Tennessee and Kentucky. At some point over the stretch of the next twenty-five years, the production of what we call “bourbon” whiskey began. There are a number of popular theories as to how that happened. What we know for sure is that in Kentucky at the time, the Ohio River had become a driving force of commerce, with flatboats carrying goods from the areas around Louisville and Owensboro down the river to where it met with the Mississippi, and from there all the way south into New Orleans.




  In 1803 Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase made the markets there even more readily available for merchants in Kentucky. At some point merchants started putting their unaged whiskey in barrels and sending it down the river to those markets too.




  What makes Kentucky bourbon and Tennessee whiskey what they are, in no uncertain terms, is the aging process that takes place when the distillate is put into charred oak barrels and set for years to age. Contemporary distillers use words like “magic” and “alchemy” when they talk to me (read the interviews that follow) about it. The distillate goes in as something smooth, but as it sits in those barrels, the changing seasons encourage it to ooze into the charred wood in the summer heat, absorbing oakiness and tannins and deep brown color, then come flowing right back out when the weather is cool. The fact that Tennessee and Kentucky have not only the raw materials to make the distillate perfect, but also the ideal climate for aging these products, is what makes them special. With modern climate control, it’s indeed possible to make whiskey in Florida, Maine, or Montana, but for going on two centuries, the perfect process has been a natural occurrence here.




  Barrel aging is nothing new—the Romans used charred oak barrels, and the medieval fortified wine makers and producers of fine brandies did so too. The question is, when did Kentucky and Tennessee distillers and merchants decide it was a good idea to put their white dog whiskey into them to age? If you surf through any of the bourbon websites online, chances are good you will see credit going to one Rev. Elijah Craig.
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  Craig, a preacher of the kind I mentioned earlier, was a Virginian who migrated into the Kentucky territories in the 1780s. He served as pastor of a church in Fayette County, started a school in 1787 to provide classical education, and made a good deal of money as a businessman, building mills and factories focused on everything from fulling cloth and making paper to a lumber mill. Craig’s distillery was built, like his other businesses, in what was then called Fayette County, which would eventually become Woodford County and finally Scott County. That’s relevant because the origin of the name “bourbon” is often credited to Bourbon County, named in honor of the French royal family prior to the French Revolution, for their aid in the American Revolution. Records show he started the distillery in 1789, but there is no concrete evidence that he was the first to create Kentucky bourbon whiskey.




  “I think it’s the favorite propaganda to credit Elijah Craig as the first bourbon maker,” says Mike Veach with confidence. “Everyone does it, but the story was used to fight the growing Temperance Movement in the late 1870s.” Presumably because there’s no question Craig was a man of the cloth. In his excellent book, Veach further points out that in 1827, a eulogy offered in Craig’s memory lists his many, many firsts, but doesn’t make mention of bourbon, and that tribute, offered by a fellow distiller, Lewis Sanders, is fairly damning to the argument for Craig as the founder of the tradition.




  “Craig was certainly a distiller making the same kinds of spirits as his contemporaries at that time,” says Mike Veach. “But he wasn’t the inventor of bourbon. The fact is no one can be precisely identified. I would love someone to claim the invention of bourbon in writing . . . ” Veach believes very strongly that the origins of bourbon have little to do with Bourbon County, and everything to do with the growing trade in the very early nineteenth century between Kentucky and New Orleans.




  “They were drinking brandy there, and they had some type of distillation going on in New Orleans,” he says, referencing the continuation of French tastes in New Orleans, and the difference between them and the raw whiskeys being produced in Kentucky and the region.




  “In Kentucky, we were making this because corn is what we grew,” says Veach. “Whiskey preserves corn, and makes it even more marketable. It’s an added value product. At that time, most of it was sold or transported in jugs and crocks, not in barrels, and most distillers had small stills. Working all day, they’d fill maybe five to ten gallons; it would take them a good seven to ten days to fill a barrel. In the meantime, they end up losing about three gallons that will be absorbed by the wood. Jugs and crocks are a better economic choice—you don’t lose anything, and it’s much easier for you to sell by the gallon or by the quart as a small producer. Remember, this still isn’t much of a cash economy, especially early on; they’re bartering goods, and that makes the smaller amounts preferable too. You need nails for your barn from the blacksmith? Ok, that’s two gallons of whiskey.”




  The way Veach tells it, there wasn’t much of a market for Kentucky whiskey in New Orleans, where the taste ran to aged French brandies brought on trade ships directly from France. The goal for the savvy merchant who wanted to sell that whiskey in New Orleans was to make it taste a lot more like French brandy. “And to do that, you age it in barrels,” he asserts. “Cognac has been aged in barrels since the fifteenth century; they knew, like the Romans knew, that the barrels keep the alcohol from going bad for a much longer period. That’s my argument here, that the point was to make our product much more like French brandy.”




  In the 1820s, the point where Craig and company were supposedly making bourbon in and around Bourbon County, references to “bourbon whiskey” are notably lacking. Veach, looking at the records for production and taxation of whiskey in the early nineteenth century, and noting the potential loss from tax on an aged product, since part of the whiskey is absorbed into the barrel wood, concluded that a merchant or grocer was a far more likely inventor than distiller. This puts him, Veach admits, at odds with the status quo, but after speaking with him at length, I think his argument makes tremendous sense.




  According to Veach, the earliest reference to charring barrels comes from a Lexington grocer in 1826, writing to a liquor producer and commenting that if the barrels are charred one-sixteenth of an inch on the inside, the whiskey would be improved. The implication, of course, is that the notion of charring the barrels is a fairly new thing in the 1820s, and Craig died in about 1808.




  “I think the natural candidates for the actual creators of bourbon are the Tarascon brothers, Louis and John,” says Veach. They fled France in the aftermath of the 1789 Revolution and started a shipyard in Pittsburgh first, then, according to Veach, after losing a vessel at the Falls of the Ohio, decided to move their business farther to the southwest to trade with New Orleans. They didn’t build another shipyard, instead constructing a mill and shipping warehouse below the falls at Shippingport, Kentucky, by 1807.




  “They were probably purchasing the whiskey cheaply, aging it themselves, and shipping the product to New Orleans. I’d suggest it’s more likely that ‘bourbon’ was named for Bourbon Street in New Orleans, where it was being sold. They would transfer the whiskey they bought in jugs to the charred oak barrels, because it was cheaper to buy the jugs already made, and the process was less labor intensive. Before long they could send it down the Ohio on steamships—the first steamboat was traveling the river in 1817 or earlier, and by the 1820s, they were becoming common.”




  Tennessee, meanwhile, Veach says, had a very similar history to Kentucky’s, adopting many of the same techniques around the same time, but Tennessee was at a disadvantage in that it lacked the Ohio River as a departure point. Memphis, which provides Tennessee’s major point of departure for New Orleans, doesn’t seem to have developed the kind of whiskey production the mid-part of the state did as the nineteenth century progressed.




  “In Kentucky there are different cultures—the merchant river towns and then the rest of the state,” says Veach. Indeed, the blend of cultures in both states, which result in so much in-state conflict during the Civil War, comes down to the fact that there tended to be two types of aristocracy, according to Veach—a merchant class, especially around the river towns, and a “landed gentry” across the other regions, known for things like horse breeding but with larger, slave-holding estates of cotton and other crops farther south in Mississippi and Louisiana.




  Indeed, Tennessee’s greatest success as a trader in whiskey seems to have taken off with the coming of the railroads, and the true rise of big name distillers like Jack Daniel, George Dickel’s Cascade Springs, and Charles Nelson’s Greenbrier took place in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, while many Kentucky names were well established before the Civil War. Veach tells me Tennessee was also much slower to adopt aging in barrels over jugs and crocks; Jack Daniel himself seems to have learned the barreling practice by about 1860, suggesting it was at least used in Tennessee by that time. Daniel seems to have been adamant about charcoal mellowing, something that Veach says was also typical in Kentucky early on, but was never a requirement there.




  The recipe was also refined and decided during the early and mid-decades of the nineteenth century. Veach tells me there are at least a dozen recipes dating from the early nineteenth century in Kentucky that are very similar, suggesting the process defined itself fairly quickly, and again, barrel aging became crucial to the value of the product. Barrels became such the norm that the best whiskey was always aged in barrels.




  The recipe, blending corn, rye, and barley, seems to have evolved early on, with the use of wheat (still typical in some distilleries, Buffalo Trace’s highly in demand Pappy Van Winkle brand being an obvious example) and other grains less common. Rye tends to grow best in cooler climates than Tennessee and Kentucky, but Veach says the colonial residents did raise it, especially those of German background, some of whom were among the migrants who came from western Pennsylvania. Rye was often added for flavor, perhaps to counter the sweetness of the corn. Today most distilleries source corn locally and regionally but get rye from northern states, and in some cases from northern Europe. Corn and barley are both crops that grow in this region with ease.




  Joking a bit, Veach says his farmer grandfather raised barley one year on a farm in Indiana. “Wild onions grew up in the field, and they got harvested along with the barley—they’re the same size as barley grains. That’s also true for rye and wheat, and wild onions are fairly common here. I suspect that was a problem in Tennessee and Kentucky as well,” he says. The comment underlines the potential problem nineteenth-century distillers had in maintaining flavor profiles—something that would change for the better after Prohibition and World War II with technological advances.




  The nineteenth century also saw a wide selection of rectified spirits appear, in an era before there were food and drug regulation laws. Rectifiers generally made cheap distillate with a high alcohol content and, rather than aging it, added flavorings and color to create cheap, easily sellable spirits. Veach notes in Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey that the added extras included “burnt sugar” (possibly just brown sugar), fruit juice, creosote, conchineal (a red-purple dye made from insects), starch, acetic ether, oil of wintergreen, and a host of even less palatable options. He cites an 1860 text that advises using the same neutral grain spirit to make multiple varieties of whiskey (including Irish and scotch), with various additives to give it artificial color and flavor, not to mention a very desirable sweetness.




  The ultimate showdown between Kentucky’s distillers and rectifiers would be one of the leading reasons for the 1906 Pure Food and Drugs Act, which forbade interstate commerce in adulterated and misbranded food and drugs. While whiskey was only one of the many food and beverage products involved, the issue of producing versus rectifying spirits remains one of contention even today.




  The difference today comes from the fact that it’s easily possible to purchase ready-made whiskey, aged or unaged, from producers like MGP in Indiana, and there’s been a recent controversy about craft distillers especially, all over the country, doing so and not acknowledging their sources on the label. Some of these products are excellent, make no mistake, and some big name distillers are doing the same thing, most notably with rye products. At issue is the labeling of a product as being made somewhere and bottled somewhere else.




  The other contemporary rectifying issue involves purchasing neutral grain spirits and adding flavor to them to produce products that are then referred to as “moonshine” and the like. There are voices on both sides of this debate, but ultimately it comes down to two things: the necessity of honesty in labeling laws, including the need to define more clearly and legally just what “moonshine’ really is, and the reality that young distilleries, while aging a whiskey product, also need to be producing something they can make a profit from, to keep their businesses afloat.




  Starting a distillery today is a huge expense. Sometimes, that means buying whiskey from producers like MGP, and sometimes that means a rectified white whiskey or other product. Some young distilleries opt instead to produce unaged products to get a foothold in the business. It varies from distiller to distiller, but in the long run the majority end up releasing products that they’ve made themselves.




  Expect this issue to be prominent in the news for the next several years, and don’t expect there to be easy answers. There are strong feelings on every side of the issue.




  Prohibition clamped down on the distilling industry across the United States. In Tennessee it began long before the 18th Amendment, passing in 1909, going into effect in 1910, and not ending until 1937, leaving a nearly twenty-year gap that resulted in every distillery in the state except Jack Daniel’s and George Dickel vanishing—and even Dickel only survived by moving to Kentucky and remaining there for decades after Prohibition ended, coming back after the company was sold to a larger spirits brand. Even now we are just regaining our reputation as a true distilling state, in spite of Dickel and Daniel’s having powerful and long-established names in the industry. Everyone in the world knows Jack Daniel’s.




  [image: image]




  Kentucky revived its industry and committed to it in the years after Prohibition. A few distillers remained open, producing medicinal spirits. They were further interrupted by World War II, which kept distillers busy making products for the war effort rather than spirits for personal use. After the war, most well-known distilleries focused on making a product that was sweeter and lighter, designed to truly please the palate. Maker’s Mark provides a great example of a distillery that was very up front about its efforts to make a truly drinkable, milder bourbon. Its success is unquestionable.




  Mike Veach’s account to me underlines the changes that took place through those years and why Americans post-Prohibition wanted a lighter product.




  “There are a lot of different factors that impact how the flavors changed. The biggest here was that during Prohibition and right after, there was still aged whiskey, but there was very little of it. Much of the whiskey made was used as medicine during Prohibition, you know. At the time, whiskey wasn’t designed to be that old, either, the bonding period was eight years, and really old whiskey was very heavy and likewise not that desirable. During Prohibition, people used to smuggle much lighter Canadian and Scottish whiskeys in, or they’d dilute what they had with neutral grain spirits (essentially vodka) and rebottle and sell it.




  “After Prohibition was repealed, the distilleries in many cases decided to lighten the flavor; they didn’t have anything old, the new was much lighter, and that defined the public taste. It was likely true of beer too, by the 1960s all those American pilsner-style beers tasted alike. I think I’d rather drink water than American light beer today. It’s kind of that Monty Python joke about making love in a canoe—it’s too close to water,” he laughs. Bourbon and whiskey didn’t become watery, obviously, but they did aim for a taste that matched the new palate. Some of the old qualities like sourness or bitterness began to disappear, and the results were very much appreciated by the audience.




  The rise of the craft brewing craze in the 1980s had a profound impact on the larger industry in the United States—suddenly the larger companies were looking at the interesting and flavorful beers being made and their popularity, and striving to buy those small companies or emulate them. The advantage was, they could get a product out quickly, but craft products had to be unique to have an impact, Veach says. By the 1990s, when the resurgence in the popularity of cocktail culture and brown spirits started, the big distillers were already making very good products that got even more attention. Craft distilling requires four to eight years of aging, so there developed the aforementioned problem of what to do in the short-term while the new whiskey ages.
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