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Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Jenny Hicks

CWE, CSS, CS, WSET 3

What is Bourbon Whiskey?

• For bourbon to be bourbon it must be:

• Made in the United States.

• Made from a mash bill that is at least 51% corn.

• Distilled at 80% abv or less.

• Stored in new, charred oak barrels at a proof of 125 or less.

• Bottled at a minimum of 80 proof. (This is the same for any American whiskey.)

What makes bourbon, bourbon?

Mash vs. Wort

It’s a mash if the sugary liquid is left with the 

cooked grains for fermentation. It’s a wort if it is 

drained off. Which is used depends on the laws for 

the whiskey being made and the style you’re 

making. For example, bourbon is made from a 

mash; Scotch is made from a wort.

(Veach 8) (Minnick 13)
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What’s in a name?

• The House of Bourbon

• With the birth of Louis, Duke of Bourbon in 1327, a dynasty was also born

• Louis was the son of Robert, Count of Clermont and Beatrice of Burgundy (heiress to the 
lordship of Bourbon,)and grandson of King Louis IX.

• Kings and Queens of France, Italy, and Spain hailed from the House of 
Bourbon/Borbone/Borbón in the 13th-19th centuries.

• The word Bourbon became synonymous with quality. 

• Bourbon was added in front of sugar, coffee, cotton, etc. to indicate high quality.

• Bourbon Whiskey and Bourbon Street are the famous Bourbons persisting into the 21st century.

The House of Bourbon

House of Bourbon | Definition, History, Dynasty, Members, & Facts | Britannica; 

(Minnick 27)

Please note:

Some sources claim Bourbon Whiskey was named for Bourbon 

County, KY or for Bourbon Street in New Orleans. However, 

for various reasons through my research, I have determined the 

explanation below to be the most likely.

Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

First Whiskey on 
US Soil

“Aquavit” listed on the ships coming from 
Europe to America in the early 1600s may 
not have been the Scandinavian, caraway 
spiced, potato spirit at all! (At least not all 
of it.) Aquavit was a generic term used for 
liquor in those days and much of it was 
very likely whiskey!

Captain George 
Thorpe

At the Berkley Plantation (near 
Jamestown), you can still find the still with 
which Captain Thorpe became one of the 
first people on American soil to distill 
liquor from corn.

•Unfortunately, the Berkley Planation was 
also the site of the Powhatan Uprising in 
1622. Thorpe, as well as about a quarter 
of the colonial population died bloody 
and horrible deaths.

First Time Bourbon 
Is Made. Maybe.

Bourbon made for the first time at KY's first 
fulling mill (owned by Elijah Craig); BUT, 
while Elijah Craig is most often credited as 
the ‘Father of Bourbon’, nothing indicates 
that this Baptist minister actually made 
Bourbon.

Whiskey Tax

President George Washington 
accepts Alexander Hamilton’s 
proposal for a whiskey tax.

Kentucky 
Becomes A State

Over 500 stills already in use.

Whiskey 
Rebellion

Pennsylvania distillers were angry 
about the tax and rebelled. 
Washington sent troops. Many 
moved to Kentucky to avoid the tax, 
adding to an already thriving 
distilling industry.

Ohio River/Whiskey 
Tax Repeal

The Falls of the Ohio River was the only 
major obstacle on the river and the reason 
Louisville, KY was established.

Thomas Jefferson keeps his campaign 
promise and repeals the Whiskey Tax.

•This leads to a mini-Whiskey Rebellion, as 
some people saw the tax as mainly a tax 
on the rich.

1600s

1600s

1789

1791

1792 Early 1800s

1791-94

((Mitenbuler 13, 16, 23) (Minnick 13, 15, 31)
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Elijah Craig

• The Man

• Elijah Craig was a Baptist minister who owned Kentucky’s first fulling mill.
• Fulling is the finishing step in the cloth-making process, in case you’re wondering (I was!)

• The Myth

• April 30, 1789, the same day George Washington was sworn into office as the first President of the United States of America, Elijah 
Craig had a small fire in his mill and some of his barrels were burnt. The whiskey that was stored in those barrels became the first 
bourbon ever made.

• The Reality

• It is possible that the first bourbon was made at Craig’s mill, though it was almost certainly not made by Craig. 

• What started out in the early 1900s as an urban legend with some glimmer of truth, turned into a decade long marketing campaign 
(1958-68) by the Bourbon Institute.

• In all likelihood, no one person invented bourbon; rather, there was a gradual progression toward this style of whiskey. 
• People experimented with toasting barrels more and more until they were charred.

• Whiskey was being kept longer, thus exposing it to the charring for longer and allowing for more evaporation and concentrating it.

The man. The myth. The reality.

(Minnick 18)

The Whiskey Rebellion

• Was T.J. ever right!

• Hamilton’s attempt to tax the farmers and small distillers did not go well.

• Pennsylvania distillers refused to pay the tax.

• Tax collectors faced the angry rebels and ended up tarred and feathered in some cases.

• Following urging from Hamilton, Washington sent troops to enforce the tax.

• The distillers either fought or moved to Kentucky to avoid the tax.
• This added to Kentucky’s already thriving distilling industry.

• Kentucky’s limestone rich water and grain supply made it a perfect place to make whiskey.

• Of those arrested by troops during the rebellion, only two were convicted.
• Both were later acquitted by Washington. He determined both were too mentally deficient to be expected to answer for their crimes.

• A promise to repeal the Whiskey Tax was central to Jefferson’s presidential campaign platform.

“Look, when Britain taxed our tea, we got frisky. Imagine what gon' happen when you try to tax our whisky.” (TJ; Cabinet Battle #1; Hamilton)

(Veach 12-14) (Minnick 15)
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Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Louisiana 
Purchase

Allowed steamboats carrying 
bourbon to get to New Orleans, 
which opened opportunities for 
ports to sell to ships carrying goods 
all over the world.

Corn Distillation 
In The Northeast
The first American whiskeys were 
made primarily from rye. Corn was 
considered too versatile and 
valuable to be distilled.

First Mention Of 
Bourbon 

An issue of the Western Citizen 
newspaper mentions Bourbon 
Whiskey. This is the earliest use of 
the term anyone has found in print.

Charred Oak

The earliest known record of 
whiskey being stored in charred oak 
barrels is from a purchase order 
placed by a grocer in Lexington.

Whiskey As 
Medicine

Whiskey is essentially a cure-all 
during this time period.

SOP For Bourbon

Created by James C. Crow, includes:

•Cleanliness standards

•Thermometers

•Saccharometers

•Industrialized methods for sour 
mashing

•Aging in charred oak

Civil War

Return of the Whiskey Tax and the 
beginning of Class A and B bonded 
warehouses.

1803

Mid 1810s

1821

1826

1820s-30s 1861-65

Mid 1800s

(Veach 33) (Minnick 19, 21, 33, 38, 41)

Fun Fact:

The flatboats that were sent down the Ohio to New 

Orleans were not seaworthy and could not be sent 

back upstream. These boats were dismantled and 

put to other use. May of the oldest shotgun houses 

still in New Orleans today were built with wood 

from these boats.

Rectification

• Rectification of whiskey was a huge problem in the mid-1800s.

• Distillers sold barrels of whiskey to the wholesaler who would then bottle and sell it to retailers. However, before 
bottling, they would stretch the original product by adding any number of ingredients: water, prune juice, neutral 
spirits, tobacco spit, etc.

• Books of recipes for imitation spirits entered the market.

• One such book, (The Manufacture of Liquors, Wines, and Cordials, Without the Aid of Distillation: Also the Manufacture of Effervescing 
Beverages and Syrups, Vinegar, and 

Bitters, Prepared and Arranged Expressly for the Trade, Dick & Fitzgerald, 1868) contains the following recipe for Bourbon Whiskey:

• Assayers began testing bourbon for purity, by request.

It says it’s whiskey. But is it though?

(Dick and Fitzgerald)
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Civil War

• The IRS created two types of bonded warehouses. 

• Class A stored whiskey at a warehouse connected to the distillery.

• Class B was designed for general storage, not at the distillery, and generally was 
managed by a merchant.

• Tax was $2/gallon

• About $12 million per year was collected, but evasion was a huge problem.

The return of the Whiskey Tax

(Minnick 41)

Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Japan Sues

The Japanese government sued American 
Companies for labeling ‘straight whiskey’ 
that had actually been rectified.

•Ohio Circuit Court Judge, Alphonso Taft 
ruled that a product containing neutral 
spirit could not be labeled as straight 
whiskey.

•While this only applied to exports, it was 
a step in the right direction.

Great Whiskey 
Ring

Huge tax evasion ring

1875- 176 people in the whiskey 
industry indicted

Whiskey Tax 
Raised

Whiskey Tax was raised by 15 cents 
per gallon for in store sales.

Bond, Distilled, 
Bottled

Distillers begin bottling their own 
whiskey.

Bottled In Bond 
Act

This was very important consumer 
protection legislation. To be labeled 
‘Bottled in Bond’ the whiskey had to be:

•At least four years old

•Made at one distillery in one distilling 
season

•Bottled at 100 proof

•Have the distillery information on the 
bottle

Bourbon Is #1

Bourbon is the U.S.'s #1 alcoholic 
export

• Destinations included England, 
Germany, Central America, 
Africa, and Asia

• Bremen, Germany was the top 
destination.

Distillery 
Shutdowns

Temporary distillery shutdowns to 
curb over production caused by 
higher taxes, rectifiers, and the 
temperance movement (county by 
county prohibition)

1869

1871-75

1877

Late 1880s-Early 1890s

1897 Late 1800s-Early 1900s

Throughout the 1800s

(Minnick 40, 45-52, 54, 59, 66)

Distillery Fires

Fires were a big problem in distilleries throughout the 1800s. The 

flammability of the alcohol and the barrels made them all the more 

likely and dangerous. Many lost their lives. Many more lost their 

livelihood. If there is a silver lining, it is that from all of this tragedy, 

came innovation and more advanced firefighting techniques.

9
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A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Pure Food Law

Required blenders to submit their 
formulas but did not define whiskey 
or bourbon.

Taft Decision 
Defining Whiskey

And determining that imitation or 
rectified whiskey must be labeled as 
such.

World War I

The United States enters WWI.

Wartime prohibition, limiting 
alcohol distillation to industrial 
alcohol to be used in the war.

Spanish Flu

Whiskey was the medication of 
choice.

Volstead Act

October 28, 1919, the Volstead Act 
passes.

January 16, 1920, the Volstead Act 
takes effect, prohibiting the 
production and sale of alcoholic 
beverages.

Prohibition

Bootleggers – e.g., George Remus

Speakeasies

Organized Crime

Medicinal Whiskey

Repeal Day

The repeal of prohibition was 
fueled by a need for jobs and tax 
revenue.

1906

1909

April 6, 1917

1918

1919-1920 December 5, 1933

1920s

(Mitenbuler 177) (Veach 80-81, 87) (Minnick 67, 72-74, 82, 84, 86-87, 90-100)

Counterfeit Whiskey

In the months before prohibition took effect, a 

surge of fake whiskey hit the market. This was 

usually a very dangerous combination of wood 

alcohol with coloring, sugar, and rye extract. At 

least 96 people died after drinking it.

George Remus

• Born in Germany in 1878, his family immigrated to the United States when he was five years old, settling in Chicago.

• Thinking big from the start, Remus bought the pharmacy he worked in as a young man and quickly expanded to additional stores.

• He attended law school but after practicing for some time, determined that bootlegging would be more profitable and potentially less corrupt than being a lawyer 
at the time.

• He relocated to Cincinnati and started Drobbatz Chemical Company in 1920.
• Through the chemical company, Remus could legally purchase medical whiskey to sell to pharmacies. He then hijacked his own whiskey and re-routed it to the black market for 

greater profit. 

• After attaining some wealth, Remus started buying distilleries as well.

• It is rumored that F. Scott Fitzgerald based the character of Jay Gatsby on George Remus after an encounter with him in a Louisville bar.

• When he was indicted in 1925 for violating the Volstead Act, he had acquired some $40 million and had gained a reputation for being quite an entertainer.

• Remus served two years in federal prison.
• Upon his release, he found that his wife had liquidated and hidden the vast majority of his assets and had filed for divorce.

• He killed her as she was on her way to the courthouse to finalize the dissolution.

• He was arrested and tried but found not guilty by reason of insanity.

• Remus lived the rest of his life humbly and passed away of natural causes in 1952.

The inspiration for Jay Gatsby?

(Veach 87-88) (Mitenbuler 183-185)
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FACA Created

The Federal Alcohol Control 
Administration

World War II

Distillers are once again ordered to 
produce industrial alcohol.

Gripes about this were kept private.

Publicly, bourbon distillers were 
supportive of their mandated war efforts, 
hanging banners saying, “until the War is 
Won”. Patriotism by Kentucky distillers 
went even further to solidify Bourbon as 
“America’s Spirit”.

Antibiotics, Monopolies, 
and Wild Turkey

As the use of antibiotics rise, the use of 
whiskey as medicine begins to decline 
sharply.

The ‘Big 4’(Schenley Distilleries, 
National Distillers, Seagram’s, Hiram 
Walker) anti-trust hearings

Thomas McCarthy, president of Austin 
Nichols, blends the first Wild Turkey

Maker’s Mark

1953- Bill Samuels starts Maker’s 
Mark (doesn't bottle until 1958). 

Bourbon 
Institute

Bourbon Institute is formed in New 
York, (not Kentucky!) Their mission was 
to develop industry standards and 
protect the bourbon name. Additionally, 
they sought to inform the public that 
bourbon is unique and distinctly 
American.

In 1973, it merged with the other 
national spirits lobbies to form the 
Distilled Spirits Industry Council.

Marketing to 
African Americans

Bourbon marketing to African 
Americans

Exports

Tariffs on bourbon were much higher in 
Europe than Scotch and other European 
spirits, which made it nearly impossible 
for bourbon to compete. Bourbon 
distillers had similar problems in South 
America.

Australia, however, proves to be a great 
export market, going from 2,000 cases 

in 1960 to 100,000 cases in 1961. 

1936

1942-1945

1940s

1953-1958

1958 1950s-70s

1960s

(Veach 95) (Minnick 131, 138, 143, 147-148, 150-157, 165-167, 170)

Blended to Straight and Back Again

The lack of bourbon being made during World War II led to a lot of blends 

being produced. They were lower quality than Bottled in Bond, but 

distributors and distillers didn’t have another option, as demand was high.

This changed production and buying habits long-term. After repeal, only 

10% of bourbons were blended; that number rose to 50% due to the WWII 

shortage, and today 80% of bourbon sold is blended.

Industrial Alcohol

126
66

75

115

30

200

1,200

Uses of Industrial Alcohol During World War II (In Millions of Gallons)

antifreeze tetraethyl lead for octane booster plastics for the aviation industry

lacquer and insecticide medical supplies smokeless gun powder

synthetic rubber for tires, hoses, waterproofing

Primary uses in World War II

(Veach 101)
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Maker’s Mark

• 1958—Maker’s Mark hits the market, selling for $6 
a bottle when most other bourbons were selling for 
$2. 

• Circa 1960—Maker’s Mark sends cease and desist 
orders to competitors who copy their dripping, red 
wax seal.

• 1966—Ad Campaign with a ‘you get what you pay 
for’ message.

Makes its Mark

(Minnick 165-167)

Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Bourbon Beats 
Blended Whiskey

Bourbon beats out blended whiskey 
as the best-selling type of whiskey 
in America.

Bourbon is 
American

Resolution passes senate and house 
declaring bourbon distinctly 
American.

The Rise of 
White Spirits

The vodka problem.

Maker’s Mark 
Historic Landmark

Maker’s Mark is declared a 
National Historic Landmark.

Demand explodes.

Bourbon 
Internationally

Bourbon doing well internationally 
but not domestically.

Stops Competing 
With Vodka

Bourbon industry stops trying to 
compete with vodka. The categories 
are simply too different.

Instead, there is a focus on smaller 
batches and higher quality.

Delilah’s

Delilah's opens in Chicago.

The punk rock bar was the first of its 
kind and carried 150 beers and 150 
whiskeys.

Mike Miller, owner, said he chose to 
open a bourbon bar in the middle of 
the vodka craze because of the people. 
(Bourbon people; the distillers)

1962

1963-64

1960s-80s

June 14, 1980

1989 1993

1990s

(Minnick 170-171, 188, 197-198, 200, 215)
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The Vodka Problem

• In the early 1960s there was a sudden rise in popularity of white spirits
• James Bond (martinis)
• Younger drinkers wanted to drink something different from their parents

• Bourbon producers tried different ways to compete
• Marketing suggesting mixing with O.J.
• Making vodka
• Making lighter colored bourbon

• Removing all color from bourbon in a product known as Frost 8-80 (Brown-Forman)
• Frost sold very well in test markets but mostly sat on shelves as customers struggled to understand what it was. 

• Brown-Forman collected the remaining bottles and buried them. Frost was forbidden to be talked about by their employees for years.

• In 1975, vodka surpasses bourbon as the best-selling spirit in the U.S.

• By 1984, there were nearly 400 vodkas on the market; and this was before all of the flavored vodkas.

The unexpected rise of white spirits

(Minnick 176-187)

Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Woodford Reserve 
and Four Roses

Woodford Reserve Distilling (Brown 
Forman) opens, to compete with Jack 
Daniel’s.

Four Roses Yellow Label (Seagram's) 
returns to Kentucky liquor store 
shelves, having only been in 
international markets since the 1950s. 
The only Four Roses available had 
been the blended whiskey.

Drink Of The 
Decade

LA Times calls Bourbon the 'drink 
of the decade’.

Bourbon Trail

Kentucky Bourbon Trail is formed. 

Prior to this, it was really just 
Maker’s Mark who encouraged 
visitors.

Pappy Van 
Winkle

PVW starts getting a lot of 
attention.

Pappy Selling 
Out

PVW starts selling out.

2005- Food and Wine names Pappy 
“American Whiskey of the Year”

Antique 
Collection

Antique collection (selling bourbon 
from old barrels) becomes popular.

Booker Noe Dies

Jim Beam’s Master Distiller, 
Booker Noe, was bourbon’s first 
‘rock star’.

1996

1998

1999

Late 1990s

Early to Mid 2000s 2004

2000s

(Minnick 202, 205, 208, 217, 218)
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A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Bourbons Bistro

Bourbons Bistro opens and 
becomes a tourist destination in 
Louisville. It started a bourbon bar 
trend in the area.

Bourbon Trail 
Going Strong

Jim Beam has 80,000 visitors; 
Maker’s Mark has 100,000. Fred 
Noe (RIP) had compared it to Napa 
Valley, and it definitely seemed to 
be going in that direction.

Master Distillers 
Celebrity Status

Master Distillers start to become 
niche celebrities.

Rise Of Social 
Media

Bourbon trends better than any 
other beverage category.

Maker’s Mark’s Ugly Christmas 
Sweater campaign

Bill Samuel’s Jr., Maker’s Mark’s 
founder, retired and control of 
Maker’s Mark was turned over to 
his son, Rob.

Maker’s Mark 
Lowers Proof

Faces consumer backlash.

Craft Distillers

Surge in craft distilleries.

Flavored 
Whiskey

Flavored whiskey category grows 
from 108,000 cases to 54 million 
cases.

2005

2008

2010s

2007-12

2013 2008-13

2009-15

(Minnick 215, 217, 221-225, 229)

Maker’s Mark Lowers Proof

• Maker’s Mark lowers proof in 2013, from 90 to 84 and faces a huge backlash 
from customers.

• Other bourbons had done this without being as open about it.

• Rob Samuels said that was the only way to meet demand without lowering the 
age or increasing the price. Bill Samuels Jr. came to his son’s defense, saying 
that they did not anticipate the spike in demand.

• Customers were not pacified, and Maker’s Mark went back to 90 proof and 
released an ad: “We listened”.

Everyone loses their mind

(Minnick 223)
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Bourbon Whiskey

A Short History of (nearly) Everything

Lower Proofs

Bourbon brands were lowering proofs and dropping age statements to meet 
demand.

Lasting Effects of eBay Shutting 
Down Alcohol Sales

eBay shuts down alcohol sales, forcing this practice into a shady, secondhand 
market where prices on hard-to-find bourbon got much higher. Flippers and 
price gouging continue to be a huge problem. 

2008-16

2012-Present

(Minnick 230-231, 234)

Questions?
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