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Dedication:

Elizabeth Moore Durie Cooper
We are companions for life


The Constitution only gives people the right to pursue happiness. You have to catch it yourself.

—Ben Franklin
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Chapter 1

PREREQUISITES

The truth of history? A fable agreed upon.

—Napoleon

A SOBERING ASSESSMENT OF HISTORY

How do you fashion trustworthy history when many of the actors, those people recounting events, were inebriated or breaking the law when the events occurred? Or, when history is conveyed on recipe cards and notebooks shared among friends and tinkered with by each? Or, when it is in a song, with “borrowed” lyrics and melodies, heard but rarely written down?

Napoleon’s assertion (he wasn’t the first to make it) that history is myth is certainly correct in one sense. The reconstruction of past events frequently involves some informed imagination. And more so for the history of popular culture than most other narratives. The episodes involved in whiskey history, for example, often were clandestine, were acts of rebellion, or were carried out by people who were, well, maybe not as mentally sharp as they could be.1

But the history of popular culture is much more than tales spun after a sip or two. Good accounts of history are the result of painstaking work, much to be admired. They help us understand today in the context of yesterday. An old proverb declares, “History doesn’t repeat itself, but it rhymes.” Amen.

And then there was Winston Churchill. He liked to say (again, he certainly was not the first), “History is written by the victors.” True, sort of. Churchill was correct in that societies—and American society is no exception—are filled with individuals, families, clans, work groups, churches, and other assemblages of people. This Matryoshka nesting doll of unique identities means each person will experience the same events in different ways. In Churchill’s time, the person who owned the printing press owned history. But there was more than one printing press and more than one voice interpreting events when the presses rolled.

THIS BOOK

American History Through a Whiskey Glass: How Distilled Spirits, Domestic Cuisine, and Popular Music Helped Shape a Nation is a rendition of history told through the lens of our country’s most distinctive products: bourbon and rye whiskey. But it is more than that; its purpose is to guide you in experiencing the role alcohol, food, and music have played in the lives of common and uncommon Americans. It will do so using an immersive approach. The narrative will focus on American whiskey, but the histories will be followed by suggested tastings of America’s own spirits, descriptions of yummy food recipes culled from cookbooks throughout the country’s past, and recommended playlists of music evoking the times. If you take up the challenge, this journey through America’s past will involve your senses of sight, smell, taste, and hearing.

There are lots of ways you can enjoy the book. You can simply read it cover-to-cover by yourself. Or, you might read it while tasting some of the whiskeys, making use of the recipes, and listening to the music. Or, you might get adventurous and say to a friend or partner, “Hey, let’s invite some folks over for a potluck dinner.”2 You can assign each invitee an era and have each bring an appropriate whiskey and dish. Maybe you’ll call it a “pot still dinner.” If you are really adventurous, you might do most of the preparation yourself, with a little help from friends.

And American humor plays a large role in telling the nation’s story as well. If you choose to read in solitude, I promise you will chuckle along while learning about some interesting episodes in American history. If you choose to enjoy the book with others, I assure you that you and your friends will have an evening you will never forget.

One more quotation here, this time from the novelist Julian Barnes. He wrote that history is “. . .that certainty produced at the point where the imperfections of memory meet the inadequacies of documentation.”3

Let’s look at the different sections of the book.

THE HISTORIES

I have divided American history into eight eras. Some eras cover relatively long spans of years, for example colonial times, while others are shorter, like the 1950s. Whiskey history dictated the epochs. Each era is covered by two chapters that look at different aspects of that time.

Also, you will find words and phrases throughout the book that were slang and idiomatic expressions that came into common usage around the time the chapter covers. Slang is informal language (perhaps short for “secret language”) used more in speech than writing, and it typically originates in a particular subculture. It can then make its way into broader usage, often culminating with an appearance in dictionaries. Carl Sandburg wrote that slang “rolls up its sleeves, spits on its hands, and goes to work.” John Moore called it “poor man’s poetry.” And slang words for alcohol and alcohol consumption compete with sex for top spot on the frequency list.

THE WHISKEYS

Along with each history, I describe a whiskey that is obtainable today and claims to be a reasonable facsimile of a product available at the point in time being covered.4 Charles Cowdery has written that “Whiskey makers of all sizes will tell you that a whiskey needs two things to succeed: a good flavor profile and a good story. Does the story have to be true? Not necessarily.”

The Tasting Notes

I have provided three tasting notes or flavor profiles for each whiskey. The first note is an excerpt or description from the distillery website and the second is from the webpage of an expert whiskey taster. Any material quoted exactly from the webpage can be identified because it is indented on the page (and used with consent). Each tasting note is accompanied by the web address of the provider so you can visit it yourself and see a fuller description (as well as notes on tastings of lots of other spirits).

The third tasting note is a consensus of three panelists, “The Over a Barrel Gang.” First, Watson Fitts who is a Certified Specialist in Spirits. Second, Elizabeth Cooper who is a former third grade teacher who prefers gin over whiskey. Finally, I am the third taster, and I prefer whiskey over gin. We completed the tasting notes separately, then compared our notes and came to consensus.

You will notice a few things about tasting notes. Sometimes the tasters agree on the sensory experience they encountered from each whiskey, sometimes not. Sometimes the profiles are terse, other times they are filled with wonderful and vivid language. But remember, no one is a better judge than you are of a whiskey’s aroma (its “nose,” in the biz), taste (sensation on your palate), and finish (how it feels going down your throat). Sharing your impressions with friends, new and old, while you sip whiskey together can be a blast, and enhance your friendship.

Many whiskey tastings follow a presentation order that starts with softer whiskeys (less spice, less alcohol) then move on to more bold expressions. This helps the taster get a more nuanced feel of the later whiskeys because their nose and taste buds are not burned out. I don’t do this here because whiskey history didn’t unfold that way. Not to worry, though. If you are eating dinner while tasting, the evening will take long enough so that your senses should settle down between sippings (and the foods are generally not spicy). Also, it’s always best to consume plenty of water between tastings to cleanse your palate (and dilute the alcohol in your body).

I can tell you there isn’t a loser whiskey in the bunch, but the whiskeys do differ in cost and availability. Different ones will appeal to different noses and taste buds. Also, the notion of pairing whiskeys and food by their complementary taste or making selections based on the season of the year are both great ways to enjoy whiskey. Pairings of these sorts involving whiskey would have rarely happened in the days of yesteryear.5

I finish each tasting note section with a suggested toast, should you be enjoying your trip through history with friends. Most include a quotation from a person relevant to the time.

THE RECIPES

The recipes were drawn from cookbooks of the era or from websites that focus on traditional, era-specific, or regional cooking. As with the whiskey tasting notes, most of the recipes contain direct quotations (again signified by being indented on the page) and the source is listed.

The courses for the eras flow roughly from appetizers to desserts. I have kept an eye on a few things when picking recipes: authenticity, or a main ingredient that is true to the time; relative ease in preparation; and dishes that can be served in small portions. Speaking of portions, earlier recipes may not suggest portions; later recipes do say how many they serve. Most recipes suggest the proportions of ingredients are based on serving six to eight people. Adjust accordingly; remember, if you are cooking for or with friends, you may be preparing several small plates.

I stayed away from recipes that included squirrel or raccoon, for obvious reasons. All the recipes can be modified to appeal to modern tastes, and in a few instances, I make suggestions for modification. Obviously, you can do the same. You might even find a source for the entire dish or its main ingredient that prepares the dish for you in advance. If you would like to substitute your own recipes, the key to being true to a particular period is to focus on the main ingredient so the culinary history remains relevant. Main ingredients should be easy to pick out.

I do suggest that you read the recipes even if you don’t intend to cook them; many contain a valuable lesson in history, whether through their ingredients, utensils, directions, or even the terminology and dialect in which they are written.

THE MUSIC PLAYLISTS

The music playlists have been constructed to evoke the historical era. The songs are not strictly from each era, though most are. Some songs are about people or events that occurred during the era but the song itself was written later on. Some were recorded by contemporary artists. The songs are also selected to represent different genres of music. I apologize if there are omissions; in the end, it was impossible not to reveal my personal sensibilities through the selections. The main focus is on songs that would have been broadly popular at the time. A good backstory or a well-known composer or artist also helped me pick a song. I also provide the date of recording for all songs, and the year they were penned for some of the older songs. A brief liner note on each number is provided.

LET’S GET STARTED

Are you ready to immerse four of your senses in a trip through American history? Before starting our journey, a few preliminaries will help make sure your experience with the whiskeys is optimal.

The Etymology of “Whisky” and “Whiskey”

The word “whisky” is derived from the Gaelic “uisge baugh” [WEEZ-ga-bochh] or from the Irish “uisge beatha,” meaning “water of life” (early distillers— alchemists—believed alcohol could prolong life). Say either quickly and it becomes “WEEZ-ga,” anglicized to become “whisky.” This origin story has a competitor, though. Oscar Getz wrote that “whisk” (Scottish: “quhiske”) means to move away rapidly. A whisk was the name of a small carriage for one or two people used by smugglers to evade the tax man. The smugglers used a whisk, and smaller barrels than the law required, to move their contraband quickly. We still whisk things away today, use a whisk to stir things, and until 2017, Wisk laundry detergent made that “ring around your collar” disappear in a flash.

In the United States and Ireland whiskey is spelled with an “e.” It is spelled whisky almost every place else, but even some United States distilleries (for example, Maker’s Mark, Cascade Hollow, Old Forester) dropped the “e” because of a family connection with Scotland. Where did the “e” come from? It may simply be from different translations of the Scottish and Gaelic-Irish word, or the Scotch and Irish may have used it to distinguish their product from one another.6

Bourbon. Bourbon is a type of whiskey. To be called bourbon a whiskey has to be made in the United States from a recipe that contains no less than 51% corn, distilled at not higher than 160 proof alcohol (80% alcohol by volume), put into a new charred oak barrel, and bottled at no more than 125 proof (62.5% alcohol by volume) or less than 80 proof. Canada, Scotland, Ireland, Japan, and lots of start-up countries also produce whiskey but they ain’t bourbon because they ain’t made in the United States (more on this later).

What Glass to Use

If you are drinking at a bar, you will likely be served whiskey in a tumbler. That’s fine, but don’t let the large circumference of the glass entice you into sticking your nose in below the rim (see nosing, below). Some antique whiskey tumblers are beautiful, my favorite being a Clear Crystal Tear Drop Pattern from the Duncan & Miller Glass Company of Pennsylvania. It holds about three ounces. You won’t see these at bars because the originals were made from the mid-1800s until 1955. The granddaddy of all whisky glasses is the Thistle Whisky Tumbler by Edinburgh Crystal from Scotland. These are also collectibles now. But if you want to treat yourself, hunt one down and enhance your experience at home. Don’t drink whiskey from a plastic cup; the smell of the plastic will interferes with the aroma of the spirit. If a bar tries to serve you in a plastic cup, leave.
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A diagram of the Glencairn whiskey glass.

If your bartender brings your whiskey in this glass, you’re in the right place.

The go-to whisky glass today was developed by Glencairn Crystal Ltd., also from Scotland but widely available. The glass was designed by the managing director of the company. The shape of the glass began with the traditional nosing glass used in whisky labs in Scotland. The glass’s final design was settled upon when Glencairn invited master blenders from the largest whisky companies in Scotland to improve on the traditional design. The new design went into production in 2001. It holds a bit more than four fluid ounces but should be filled up only about a third of the way, to the point in the glass with the largest circumference. In 2006, the Glencairn glass won the Queen’s Award for innovation in design and it is endorsed by the Scotch Whisky Association. It is now used by every whisky distillery in Scotland and Ireland and most distilleries in the United States. It was designed to focus the whisky’s aroma. Hold it close to the bottom of the glass.

Now to the backwoods experience. If you’re drinking moonshine straight from the jug, stick your forefinger in the finger hole, flip the jug onto your shoulder, and drink like the boys in the holler do, and as pastorally stated in the song Copper Kettle (see chapter 11), “lay there by the juniper while the moon is bright.”

How to Taste Whiskey

Instructions on how to taste whiskey have some generally agreed-upon steps. First, start by holding your glass up in a gentle light and become familiar with its appearance. Is its color dark or light? Amber, brown, or gold (whiskey is sometimes called liquid gold)? Color in whiskey comes from lots of aspects of the aging process (unaged whiskey is clear). Generally speaking (and unless a coloring agent has been added, which it can be for Scotch whisky), the deeper the color the longer the whiskey has been aged, or, more precisely, the more interaction it has had with the inside of the barrel in which it rested.

Second, swirl your glass gently and notice whether your whiskey leaves a ring where it reached highest on the glass. Is the whiskey dripping down the insides? This indicates the liquid’s viscosity (its “legs”) and gives you an indication of the feel the whiskey will have in your mouth. Lotsa legs, creamier.

Third, tilt your head and glass toward each other at about a 45º angle. Gently inhale your whiskey’s aroma. This is called “nosing” and the aroma that whiskey gives off is called its “nose.” As you do this, leave your lips slightly open, allowing the aroma to get in the back of your mouth and your throat. Approach the glass slowly and don’t let your nose get inside the rim. Alcohol is fiery stuff and you don’t want to “burn out” your sense of smell. Is the aroma robust (is it strong and does it hit your nose while it is still well above the glass?), delicate, or somewhere between these extremes? Once you’ve had time to think about what you’re experiencing, back off, take a few breaths, and do it again.

Also, if you are tasting with a person serving as a whiskey guide, now is about when your guide will ask, “What aromas do you smell?” Your guide should never disagree with you. There are hundreds of smell sensors in your nose and different people have different combinations of them. You and your friends can smell different things, some more than others, and all be correct.

Fourth, take a small sip of the whiskey, enough to excite the front of your mouth and then slowly push or let the whiskey wend its way to the back of your tongue. Is the body on your tongue light or heavy (full-bodied)?

Fifth, focus on taste as you take another sip. Your taste buds can pick up any of five flavors— sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and umami (or savory, the experience you get from gravies, mushrooms, broths)—all over the tongue. Taste buds also are a bit more sensitive on the sides of your tongue than in the middle. Your tongue picks up slightly more bitter flavor at its back. If you can sense this happening as the whiskey slowly covers your tongue, you’re on your way to being a pro.

Sixth, take a small swig and swish it around your mouth. Now you will get the full experience. If you have a tasting guide, she or he will say, “What do you taste?” Again, the guide should never disagree with you. True, there are identifiable chemicals in whiskey that you could use to verify what you are tasting and in what proportion. But what fun is that? Beyond the general experience of sweet and spicy, creamy or watery, along with a few flavor staples (vanilla, maple, caramel), tasting whiskey is a lot like seeing faces in the clouds. If someone says, “Hey, that cloud looks like Santa Claus,” we all see the bearded gentleman. Peoples’ sensitivities are different too, so smell what you smell and taste what you taste. Enjoy the whiskey that tastes best to you. Remember, the finer differentiations you experience will come mostly from your nose, not your tongue. Other people may try to influence you to like what they like; this will work only to the extent you let them.

Seventh, swallow. Do you feel the spice and alcohol heat in your throat? Is this sensation weak or strong? Some whiskeys, especially ryes, will pepper your throat. Finally, some whiskeys you will feel all the way down your esophagus and others not (long or short in length). This experience will best be predicted by the amount of alcohol in your drink. You can find the alcohol (ethanol) content of your whiskey on the bottle’s label expressed as its proof (200 proof is pure ethanol) and its percentage alcohol by volume (ABV).7 Most American whiskeys range from 80 proof (40% ABV) to about 120 proof (60% ABV; these latter expressions are typically called “barrel strength” but not always, so be careful). Again, how you react and how much you enjoy these sensations are your personal preference.

Before you try your next whiskey, cleanse your mouth with water. Also, put your nose in the bend of your elbow and take a deep breath. That will reset your sense of smell, with a smell familiar to it, before you start nosing the next whiskey.8

Neat, Water, or Ice?

Some whiskey drinkers will tell you to never add anything to your drink. They advocate tasting whiskey straight or neat (clean, unadulterated) as it was intended by the distiller. Others will tell you to add water if you want to dilute the alcohol content and prevent burning out your taste buds. You will also experience different flavors because the water will “open up the whiskey.” Adding ice (on the rocks) may dull some flavors and put your taste buds to sleep, but you may also find the cooler temperature is more refreshing. It will also reduce the alcohol burn.

At a whiskey tasting, if the serving amount permits, consider drinking about a third of your pour neat then adding one or two drops of water or one small piece of ice. If you add ice, taste it after a minute or two then let it sit until the ice is completely gone. Taste it again. You will have three different experiences and know which suits you best when you have that whiskey brand again. You’ll like different whiskeys in different ways.

Should you use a large or small cube of ice? Small cubes (the ones with the ends carved out) will cool your drink faster than large cubes as long as the total surface area is the same. After twenty minutes, the cooling will be the same regardless of the size of the cube. A bunch of small cubes will dilute your drink faster. A whiskey stone will reduce the temperature of the drink about ten degrees in five minutes and stay that way for about twenty minutes. No dilution whatsoever.

Now, how did whiskey cross the Atlantic Ocean and get to America?
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1 Even for our personal histories we need to fill in the gaps in our life stories. Sometimes we do this with memories that are real but that our minds have gently shaped to fit a coherent chronicle. Or, we simply make memories up, however truthful they may seem to us. This adds to the challenge for the whiskey historian.

2 Don’t try to do all sixteen chapters in one night, please. Pick your favorites and then do it again.

3 The best way to convey a sense of a time is to use the words spoken by the people living in it. In fact, maybe the best history speaks for itself.

4 Nearly all of the whiskeys listed can be found in multiple expressions, meaning they have been bottled at different ages, selected from different barrels, contain different amounts of alcohol, among other variations in production. I had to choose one, so I picked the one I thought was most appropriate for the brand’s place in history.

5 Thomas Jefferson might have held wine tastings at dinners. He was a wine aficionado. Imagine sitting at Monticello with a vast array of food on the table (in colonial times meals often weren’t divided into too many courses) coupled with a large selection of wine, mostly imported from France. (British Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton missed taking Jefferson prisoner when he captured Monticello, but he did capture several bottles of wine from Jefferson’s cellar.)

6 I will use both spellings, depending on whether I’m referring to American whiskey or a whiskey distilled in a country or by a distiller that doesn’t use the “e.”

7 How did “proof” come to be? No one knows for sure, but one story says British sailors in the 18th century doused their gunpowder in rum to test the rum’s potency. If the wet gunpowder still ignited, it was 100% proof the rum was good. Actually, it was about 57.15% ABV. In the United States, though, proof has been standardized so that 100 proof means 50% ABV.

8 Don’t wear perfume or cologne to any tasting. It can interfere with your experience and that of the people seated around you. If you are the host, you can suggest this to your guests; they should be impressed. Also, ensure they have a designated driver, a car to pick them up, or are walking home.
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OLD SPIRITS BROUGHT TO A NEW CONTINENT
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Cross section of a 17th century merchant ship.

The Mayflower looked like this (note the barrels).
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Chapter 2

A DECIDEDLY AMBIVALENT MEETING OF THE NEW AND OLD WORLD

[Tavern keepers are to sell] not over twopence worth to any one but strangers just arrived.

—Plymouth Colony Law, 1633

WHICH WAY ARE WE HEADED?

Benjamin Franklin is considered by many to be “The First American.”1 Franklin was known for his genius, but also for his love of wine, the company of women, and jovial companions. Yet, Ben disapproved of drinking alcohol in excess. Drunkenness was off limits. So much so that in 1737 Franklin published in his newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette, a dictionary of over 200 synonyms for drunkenness. We don’t know the reason he did this. Perhaps, it was Philadelphian’s penchant for alcohol; in 1754, the City of Brotherly Love had twelve churches and fourteen rum distilleries.

The first successful English settlers to North America predated Franklin’s birth by nearly a hundred years. They were not big whisky drinkers either, not even malt whisky, though it had been made in Scotland since the 12th or 13th century, first distilled by monks. Beer was the beverage of choice. The Pilgrims on the Mayflower in the fall of 1620 brought with them forty-two tons of beer and fourteen tons of water, with ten thousand gallons of wine thrown in for good measure. The voyagers drank beer in impressive amounts because it was safer to drink than water (which would grow algae on the ship). Regardless, the Mayflower was aiming for Virginia but ended up in New England. Some say it was bad weather, others say they were out of beer or maybe they just needed a designated driver.


SOME OF BEN FRANKLIN’S SYNONYMS FOR DRUNKENNESS

Published in his newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette, 1737

A: Addled, Casting up his Accounts, Afflicted, In his Airs.

B: Biggy, Block and Block, Boozy, Bowz’d, Piss’d in the Brook, Drunk as a Wheel-Barrow, Head is full of Bees, Been in the Bibbing Plot, Drank more than he has bled, Sees the Bears, Had a Thump over the Head with Sampson’s Jawbone.

C: Cagrin’d, Cherry Merry, Half Way to Concord, A Cup too much, In his Cups, Non Compos, Loaded his Cart, Been too free with the Creature, He’s Chap-fallen.

D: Disguiz’d, Kill’d his Dog, Took his Drops, Dipp’d his Bill, Dagg’d, Seen the Devil.

E: Wet both Eyes, Got the Pole Evil, Got a brass Eye, Eat a Toad & half for Breakfast.

F: Fishey, Fox’d, Fuddled, Sore Footed, Fears no Man, Crump Footed, Been to France, Flush’d, Froze his Mouth, Fetter’d, His Flag is out, Fuzl’d, Been at an Indian Feast.

G: Gold-headed, Glaiz’d, Booz’d the Gage, As Dizzy as a Goose, Had a Kick in the Guts, Been with Sir John Goa, Globular, Got the Glanders.

H: Top Heavy, Got by the Head, Hiddey, Hammerish, Loose in the Hilts, Knows not the way Home, Has Taken Hippocrates grand Elixir.

J: Jolly, Jagg’d, Jambled, Jocular, Been to Jerico, Juicy.

K: Clips the King’s English, Seen the French King, Got Kib’d Heels, Knapt, Het his Kettle.

L: In Liquor, Makes Indentures with his Leggs, Lappy.

M: Sees two Moons, Moon-Ey’d, Muddled, Muddy, Rais’d his Monuments.

N: Nimptopsical, Got the Night Mare.

O: He’s Oil’d, Smelt of an Onion, Oxycrocium, Overset.

P: Drank till he gave up his Half-Penny, Pidgeon Ey’d, Has scalt his Head Pan, Wasted his Paunch, Eat a Pudding Bagg.

R: Raddled, Lost his Rudder, Ragged, Been too free with Sir Richard, Like a Rat in Trouble.

S: In the Sudds, As Drunk as David’s Sow, Got his Top Gallant Sails out, As Stiff as a Ring-bolt, Staggerish, It is Star-light with him, Carries too much Sail, Stew’d, Soak’d, Been too free with Sir John Strawberry, Has Sold his Senses.

T: Top’d, Tongue-ty’d, Tann’d, Tipium Grove, Double Tongu’d, Topsy Turvey, Tipsey, Swallow’d a Tavern Token, Thaw’d, Trammel’d.

V: Makes Virginia Fence, Valiant, Got the Indian Vapours.

W: The Malt is above the Water, Been to the Salt Water, Water-soaken, Out of the Ways.



Once on land, settlers throughout the colonies brewed beer, brandy from peaches, rum from molasses (imported from the Caribbean Islands), and hard apple cider.


LAWS IN THE 1600s TRIED TO CURTAIL DRINKING

The settlers consumed enormous amounts of alcoholic beverages. This was true across social classes, sexes, and ethnic groups. The roots of the temperance movement can be found three hundred years before the Prohibition Era in America. It can be found in the sermons of the day, especially those of Methodist ministers John Wesley and George Whitefield.

Concerns about alcohol consumption also motivated several legal actions in the 1600s:

• 1623: Virginia passed a law that ministers were not to drink in excess;

• 1630: The first attempt at prohibition was led by John Winthrop, a puritan who served as governor of Massachusetts for twenty years;

• 1633: Plymouth Colony limited the amount of spirits that could be sold to a person, except to “strangers just arrived;”

• 1633: A known drunk in Massachusetts was required to wear a red “D” around his neck for a year;

• 1637: Massachusetts limited the time that could be spent in taverns;

• 1675: Massachusetts created an office to monitor alcohol consumption.



RYE WHISKEY

When the colonists made whiskey, it would most often have been made from rye. Rye is a grain related to barley, the grain of choice back in their land of origin. It was also plentiful in the colonies because it is a hardy grain that can be grown in relatively poor soil. Distillers would make “all rye” whiskey, which was 100% rye, or a mixture of rye and barley grains. In those days, whiskeys were named for the location of the still it came from, not for the distillers themselves. So, whiskey was known as Monongahela, or Pennsylvania, or Maryland.2

The origin of the first rye whiskey made in the colonies is lost in time. However, we have a contender for the first corn whiskey made by an Englishman on new world soil.

GEORGE THORPE

Many historians credit George Thorpe with being the first distiller of corn whiskey. Or at least, Thorpe was the first to document it. In a letter to his business partner John Smyth, on December 19, 1620, Thorpe wrote that the colonists had “found a waie to make soe good drinke of Indian corne. . . I haue diuers times refused to drinke good stronge Englishe beare [that is, beer] and chosen to drinke that.” Indian Corn, or maize, was a remarkable crop. It had a large yield per acre, was hardy through inclement weather, cultivated without plowing, and obviously, made a fine-tasting beverage.

George arrived in Virginia before the Mayflower. He was an owner of the Berkeley Hundred plantation on the James River (you can still visit the site today: http://www.berkeleyplantation.com/history.html). Thorpe was also an educator. His attempt to establish a college is credited to have started the lineage of The College of William and Mary.

Part of Thorpe’s mission in Virginia was to convert the indigenous people of North America to Christianity and save them from tarnation (hell). He was less successful at this than his other ventures. He thought well of the natives though, writing they were “of a peaceable & vertuous disposition.”

The natives thought less of George and his intentions. Chief Opechancanough was a leader of the Powhatan Confederacy who spoke the Algonquian language.3 The chief used deception to gain George’s trust. Opechancanough suggested he was open to conversion but secretly was planning attacks against several James River settlements.

Thorpe, along with nearly 350 other English men, women, and children were killed in the Indian Massacre of 1622. (Why it is called the “Indian Massacre” is a mystery; it was the pilgrims who were annihilated.) George’s body was mutilated and his farm destroyed. His still for making corn whiskey, however, was allegedly unharmed and carted away by the Powhatans.
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“The First Thanksgiving 1621,” at Plymouth Plantation painted by Jean Leon Gerome Ferris, circa 1912–1915.

A festive occasion.

THE FIRST AMERICAN DISTILLERY

The first commercial distillery in America appeared on Staten Island, NY, in 1640. William Kieft, the Director General of the New Netherland Colony, made the decision to build it and Wilhelm Hendriksen was the master distiller. He is believed to have used corn and rye, making his concoction officially a whiskey. It is doubtful it was aged for long.

THE IRISH FROM ULSTER ARRIVE

The heritage of whiskey distilling in the new world began in earnest when large numbers of immigrants from Ireland started arriving in the mid-1700s. About half came from Ulster; they were called Scots-Irish (a term of some controversy) because many had already emigrated down to Ireland from Scotland. Since Irish Catholics were prohibited by law from leaving England, most Irish who traveled to the new world were Presbyterian. The Ulster Irish hated British rule because of trade restrictions imposed in the late 1600s. The Irish and Scots hated the English Malt Tax of 1725.
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“Indian Massacre of 1622” depicted in cut wood by Matthäus Merian, 1628.

A less festive occasion.

The tax forced many Scottish and Irish distillers underground, as well as into open rebellion. The Scots-Irish felt so oppressed by British rule that many were willing to come to the New World as indentured servants, working without pay for seven to ten years to cover their ship passage. They quickly moved to western Pennsylvania, the Blue Ridge Mountains, and Appalachia. They were well-represented among the first patriots and pioneers, as well as the first to rebel against their new country’s government (see Chapter 3, the Whiskey Rebellion) and to turn corn into whiskey, which they were also known to drink in prodigious amounts.


THE MASH BILL AND OTHER INGREDIENTS THAT MAKE UP WHISKEY

The Grains

The grains that go into making whiskey are called the “mash bill” or “grain bill.” The grains are the same as those that go into making bread:

Rye. Rye is a European grain also easily grown in the middle colonies. It is a crop resistant to disease and extreme weather conditions. It contributes a spicy or peppery flavor to whiskey. If the whiskey contains less than 15% rye it is sometimes called “low rye,” more than 15% and it might be called “high rye.”

Corn. Corn is a grain that is indigenous to the United States. It was easily grown by the first settlers. The standard corn used in whiskey is called “#2 grade dent,” although lots of specialty strains are used.

Wheat. Wheat adds sweetness to whiskey. Most distillers use a red winter wheat.

Barley. Barley is the main ingredient of Scotch whisky and a secondary ingredient of American whiskeys though more distillers are using it as the main grain today. Almost always, barley will be malted; that is, wetted before it is fermented. This step releases enzymes that help the yeast do its job.

Whiskey flavors will vary depending on the type and proportion of each grain in the mash bill and how fine the mash is milled before the process begins.

The Yeast

Yeast is a living, single-celled fungus first observed by Anton van Leeuwenhoek in 1860, long after whisky was already being distilled (yeast is in the air everywhere). It is responsible for fermentation, the process that converts sugars in the grains into ethyl alcohol, carbon dioxide, ATP (a chemical that helps keep the reactions happening), and heat. The most often used yeast in the whiskey industry is saccharomyces cerevisiae (which roughly translates to sugar, fungus, beer) but different distillers use different strains that create different flavors. If you intend to make whiskey, be sure not to use the yeasts whose esters create perfume and nitroglycerin; you won’t get the taste you’re after. The Four Roses Distillery uses five different yeasts and two mash bills to create ten different whiskeys.

The Water

Water for brewing and distilling can come from anywhere, as long as it is uncontaminated. Most often, it comes from local springs or is purchased from elsewhere.

Backset

Backset is the spent mash or “slop” that is left over from the last fermenting run. Typically, it will make up about 25% of the ingredients for the next batch. It contains no alcohol, active yeast, or sugars but it helps keep the acidity, and the taste of whiskey, consistent from batch to batch. Most whiskey today is made with backset and is called “sour mash” whiskey (more on this in Chapter 6). You can find whiskey made with “sweet mash” (no backset) but it is much rarer today.



The Scots-Irish brought with them their distilling expertise. Because grapes for wine were hard to come by in Scotland and Ireland, using barley to make beer and then whisky was the way to go. In their new country, corn replaced barley.

THE MOLASSES ACT OF 1733

The first sign that the colonists were fed up with British rule followed the Molasses Act of 1733. It was meant to give English plantation owners in the West Indies a trading advantage over their French, Dutch, and Spanish competitors by placing a levy on non-English molasses and sugar. Problem was, the colonists needed more molasses than the English could provide to make enough rum for export. It led to smuggling and bribery of customs officials. The Stamp Act of 1765 was the more proximal cause for rebellion in the colonies, but the first involved alcohol production.

And it wasn’t just taxes that agitated the colonists. The Coercive Acts (called the Intolerable Acts here) were meant to punish colonists for the Boston Tea Party by closing the Boston harbor, providing free housing for British soldiers, and holding the trials of government officials in Britain rather than the colonies, amongst other intolerable actions. Raising taxes was one thing, but doing so without giving the colonists a voice in Parliament was too much. “No taxation without representation” inevitably turned into “live free or die.”

Let the revolution begin!



WHAT DOES WHISKEY TASTE LIKE IN THE 18TH CENTURY?

James E. Pepper 1776 Straight Rye Whiskey

Of course, the precise taste of the first whiskey distilled in the 1600s would be extremely hard to reproduce today. George Thorpe left no mash bill, or recipe, from his plantation (and not much of anything else). It also would likely not be appreciated by today’s noses and taste buds. That said, some distillers today make an attempt to use original recipes and distilling techniques. Among them is the James E. Pepper Distilling Co. It offers 1776 Straight Rye Whiskey. The distillery is in Lexington, KY, so this whiskey won’t have that east coast terroir of Thorpe’s whiskey, but the claim is that the recipe dates back to the Revolutionary War.

The original Pepper distillery was established in 1780 by Elijah Pepper. He remained the master distiller until 1838. Elijah settled in the area near Versailles, KY, and built a distillery at a spring behind the courthouse. During the Whiskey Rebellion in 1794, he was one of only a few distillers who could pay his taxes. He used his earnings to buy up other distillers’ land and grain when their businesses went under. Today, the distillery site on Glenn’s Creek is a National Historic Landmark. It is the home to the Woodford Reserve Distillery.

Oscar Pepper took over the distillery from his father. Grandson James E. Pepper took over from Oscar in 1867. James E. bred and raced thoroughbreds in the Kentucky Derby and traveled in his own private rail car. He helped introduce the world to the Old-Fashioned cocktail. He used his grandfather’s original recipe for whiskey. James remained the distiller until 1906.

The distillery continued through 1958 when the industry hit hard times, at least partly due to the Korean War and changes in Americans’ drinking preferences. The brand lay dormant until 2008 when it was relaunched by whiskey entrepreneur Amir Peay. A decade-long search for historical records uncovered a letter written by James E. that included the original mash bill. This is used today. The distillery has been rebuilt in Lexington, KY, but the whiskey itself is still sourced from Midwest Grain Products (better known as MGP, see Chapter 16). In 2017, the Pepper distillery began aging its own distillate whiskeys again.
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James E. Pepper.

In 2016, James E. Pepper 1776 Straight Rye Whiskey won the San Francisco World Spirits Competition Gold Medal.


Just the Facts




	
Mash Bill


	
Rye: over 90%





	
Proof


	
Proof:100 ABV: 50%





	
Age; Barrel Char


	
“over 3 years”; #3





	
Chill Filtered?


	
No









TASTING NOTES

From: James E. Pepper Distilling Company

https://jamesepepper.com


On the bottle: In this bottle lies the oldest and most legendary whiskey legacy in Kentucky history. The same old style and methods have been preserved and restored in this fine whiskey.
Full Flavored; deep . . . notes of mint, cloves, eucalyptus, chocolate & honey.



From: The Scotch Noob (Reviewer: Nathan)

https://scotchnoob.com/2019/06/03/james-e-pepper-1776-100-proof-rye/

Aroma: Spicy and peppery, and slightly vegetal, with clear “young rye” eucalyptus and menthol notes. Fresh mint, orange peel, clove, and root beer (Sassafras). A rest in the glass reveals a few welcome floral notes.

Palate: Thin body. Hardy tongue burn (expected at 100 proof). Green grass and crushed mint, orange zest, and root beer persist on the palate, and the whole is fully flavored but dry (not very sweet).

Finish: Medium-short. The mint carries through, although the finish turns a little bitter. Bitter roots, mild charcoal, and very slight mouth-drying oak tannins. Fades quickly without evolving.

With Water: A few drops of water increase the nose tickle without adding any additional aromas. The palate becomes a bit woody (odd, that) and the finish displays more tannins, plus a rush of black licorice. Water optional.

Overall:. . .a very well put-together rye, if a touch on the young side. Luckily, those youthful notes are all of the grass/mint variety, and not in the “paint thinner” category. A solid rye for the price, and certainly a good choice for whiskey-based cocktails.

From: The Over a Barrel Gang

Looks: Amber, gold.

Aroma: Robust. Dried leaves, butterscotch, vanilla, black pepper, apple, maple, leather.

Flavor: Medium body. Sweet, bitter, salty.

Mouth Feel: Sharp, heavy, round.

Going Down: Strong strength, medium length.

Notes: Very interesting, long finish, wide range of flavors.

Toast

To George Thorpe, a man we owe a debt to yet today, though he might have been a bit too trusting.



DINNER AT BERKELEY HUNDRED, VA, WITH GEORGE THORPE AND CHIEF OPECHANCANOUGH

Cooks in colonial times naturally relied on recipes they brought with them from England or found in imported English cookbooks. There was a problem though; the food stuffs available in North America were not the same as those found in Europe so the cooking techniques of the two continents naturally grew distinct. That’s why it was a major event when the first American cookbook appeared in 1796, Amelia Simmons’ American Cookery. The use of corn in recipes, five of which appeared in Simmons’ book, was new to America, as English cooks had little experience with the grain. The book also contained the first recipes for pumpkin and squash pudding. American Cookery was such a success a second edition appeared in 1800. The book was reprinted numerous times, sometimes legitimately and sometimes without the author’s name or under a different title.
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American Cookery.

By Amelia Simmons, 1796.

Recipe: Boiled Lobster

From: Simmons, Amelia (1796). American Cookery. Hartford, CT: Hudson & Goodwin. P. 6. [Facsimile published by Dover Publications, New York,1958, with essay by Mary Tolford Wilson. Public domain.]

If you would like to start your meal with a taste of something delicious, try a lobster appetizer. When the European settlers reached North America, lobsters were everywhere on the shore. Because the English soldiers wore red uniforms, it prompted the colonists to refer to them as “Lobster Backs.” Being plentiful made lobster a major food source and gave the crustacean a dubious status as the poor man’s protein. Native Americans used lobster to fertilize their crops and to bait hooks to catch other fish. Lobster was served in prisons so often that it led to riots by the first American convicts; fear of unrest among inmates led to restrictions on how often it could be served.4

The most authentic lobster recipes from colonial times would be the simplest; just boil or throw them on a fire (barbeque grill) and serve small appetizer-sized bites with lemon or butter. But Simmons would caution you that saltwater fish should be fresh, and let the buyer beware. Here is her advice (with the original spelling using “f” for “s”):


Every fpecies generally of falt water Fifh, are beft frefh from the water, tho’ the Hannah Hill, Black Fifh, Lobfter, Oyfter, Flounder, Bafs, Cod, Haddock, and Eel, with many others, may be tranfported by land many miles, find a good market, and retain a good relifh; but as generally, live ones are bought firft, deceits are ufed to give them a frefhnefs of appearance, fuch as peppering the gills, wetting the fins and tails, and even painting the gills, or wetting with animal blood. Experience and attention will dictate the choice of the beft.



Recipe: Garden Stuff

From: Simmons, Amelia. (1796). American Cookery. Hartford, CT: Hudson & Goodwin. P. 45. [Facsimile published by Dover Publications, New York,1958, with essay by Mary Tolford Wilson. Public domain.]

Here are Amelia’s directions “To boil all kinds of Garden Stuff.” It is also simple by today’s cooking standards, but it oddly reflects cooking trends today and makes a good read;


In dreffing all forts of kitchen garden herbs, take care they are clean wafhed; that there is no fmall fnails, or caterpillars between the leaves; and that all the coarfe outer leaves, and the tops that received any injury by the weather, be taken off; next wafh them in a good deal of water, and put them in the cullender to drain, care muft likewife be taken, that your pot or fauce pan be clean, well tinned, and free from fand, or greafe.



Simmons could have used onions, beets, parsnips, carrots, garlic, asparagus, radishes, cucumbers, and lettuce of various kinds that she grew in her garden. She provided no recipe for a dressing. If she picked proportions of her ingredients to taste, after boiling (or not) it can be assumed she saw little reason to add anything to bring out the flavor. Now you can prepare a warm (or cold) salad, old style.

Simmons was not only a true revolutionary cook but also a modest and open-minded person. She closed the preface to her book by writing for help:


The candor of the American Ladies is folicitously entreated by the Authorefs, as fhe is circumscribed in her knowledge, this being an original work in this country. If any future edition appears, fhe hopes to render it more valuable.5



Indeed, not only original but the first.

MUSIC THAT TAKES US BACK TO COLONIAL TIMES

These songs are a mix of tunes that the immigrants from Europe brought with them and some early American originals. Some might have alternate versions of lyrics and different lyrics can share melodies.

Amazing Grace, performed by Judy Collins (1972)


The words to Amazing Grace were written by a slave ship captain, John Newton, in 1772 after a particularly violent storm at sea led him to beg for divine mercy. Several years later, he gave up the slave trade and pursued Christian theology. One biographer of Newton suggests the song is performed ten million times a year.



The Escape of Old John Webb, performed by The Kingston Trio (1960)


This is a traditional ballad written about 1730 telling the story of John Webb (or Webber), the mint-master of Salem, MA. He was thrown in prison for using a currency the British government would not accept. The song retells the tale of three brothers, one named Billye, who broke him out of jail. (Oh yes, documents indicate Webb was also a counterfeiter.)



Drink to Me Only with Thine Eyes, performed by Paul Robeson (1958)


The lyrics were written by English playwright Ben Johnson, probably in 1616. They were appropriated from Epistle xxxiii, a love letter in Epistles of Philostratus. Robeson was the son of a former slave and a mother of mixed ancestry, including Delaware Indians and English Quakers. He burst on the scene in 1925 when he gave the first African American solo concert devoted to both spiritual and secular songs, including Go Down Moses, a spiritual he made famous. In the 1950s Robeson was blacklisted for his political beliefs.
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John Newton.

Stained glass image, St Peter and Paul Church Olney, Buckinghamshire, South of London.

Barbara Allen, performed by Art Garfunkel (1973)


This is a Scottish folk song from the mid-1600s. The earliest reference to it suggests it was a diary entry. There are hundreds of versions.



How Stands the Glass Around, performed by John Towney (1976)


First printed in 1792, according to one story, How Stands was sung by British General James Wolfe on the night before he was killed in the Battle of the Plains at Quebec, Canada, in 1759. This version is off Towney’s album, The Top Hits of 1776.



Drowsy Maggie, performed by Brian Ledbetter & the US Army Old Guard Fife and Drum Corp (2013)


Maggie is an Irish reel from the 1880s. However, there is no certainty about its origin which is likely much earlier. There are more than 160 recordings of this song. But don’t get it confused with Sleepy Maggie, a completely different collection of tunes.



The Battle of the Kegs, performed by The Committee of Correspondence (1976)


The original Committees of Correspondence were set up by the rebels to maintain communication between the colonies and later between the newly declared states and foreign powers. Kegs is a propaganda ballad written in the late eighteenth century by Francis Hopkinson, a signer of the Declaration of Independence. It describes an attempted attack on the British Fleet in Philadelphia on January 6, 1778. The kegs were filled with gunpowder, not whisky.
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1 Of course, this requires you to ignore the Asians who first arrived here in the Ice Age after crossing the Bering Straits. You also must ignore their descendants who numbered in the millions before the first Europeans arrived. The first recorded English birth in North America was Virginia Dare, but she disappeared with the other members of the Lost Colony of Roanoke, VA. Maybe we can consider Franklin the first person to exhibit traits associated with the American character.

2 Today, rye whiskey is making a comeback. Check to see if the rye you are considering is a replication of a three-hundred-year-old product, or simply shares a name. This doesn’t mean it isn’t great for drinking, but it won’t take you way back when.

3 Chief Opechancanough was Pocahontas’s uncle.

4 www.history.com/news/a-taste-of-lobster-history

5 Allow me the same aspiration. Should you find error or suggestions to make this work more valuable, please share.
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