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The Old Absinthe House bar in New Orleans, LA, in the early 1900s. The bar is still in operation today.











Introduction

Sometime in October 2013, 230 bottles of Pappy Van Winkle bourbon went missing from the Buffalo Trace Distillery in Frankfort, Kentucky. Despite a $10,000 reward, no tips were received as to who might have pulled off the heist.

It was the perfect climax to Pappy’s meteoric rise. Hailing from a long line of whiskey makers and whiskey sellers, Julian Van Winkle III got into the business with his father in the 1970s. Back then, the only way they could move whiskey was by putting it into novelty-themed decanters shaped like college football mascots. Then, in the 1990s, following the course charted by the makers of single-malt scotches, bourbon distillers started introducing premium lines to the market, which won over new converts to their products. Around the year 2000, a lot of those drinkers started discovering the smooth, long-aged whiskeys sold by Julian Van Winkle.

“We got some really nice ratings,” Van Winkle told me, when asked to explain how his products got so popular, “and a lot of word of mouth and a lot of nice press.” The real boost came when a few celebrity chefs, including Sean Brock of Charleston’s Husk and David Chang from New York’s Momofuku, started professing their love for Van Winkle’s bourbon. A flurry of magazine articles profiling Pappy followed, and the boom progressed directly to a bubble.

At first, savvy fans could watch the company’s Facebook site to learn when the allotment for their state was about to ship, then race to their local retailer to stake out a bottle. That trick doesn’t work anymore. Liquor store owners just roll their eyes when greenhorns come in and ask, “Do you carry Pappy Van Winkle?” Bottles float around on the underground market for $500 for the fifteen-year-old bourbon and more than $1,000 for the twenty-three-year-old. Once in demand for its smooth, rich flavor, it’s now in demand simply for being in demand.

The rise of Pappy Van Winkle coincided with a more general vogue for Southern food. Restaurants like Seersucker and Peels brought updated Southern classics to New York City. Celebrity chefs on the West Coast started importing Benton’s country ham from Tennessee and Anson Mills grits from South Carolina. Indie filmmakers created documentaries to explain pimento cheese to Yankees, and suddenly, from coast to coast, everyone was eating barbecue. Invariably, the drink they chose to sip alongside their Southern fare was bourbon.

And why not? When you ask people today to name a Southern drink, bourbon is almost certainly the first word that springs to their tongues. If they manage to come up with a cocktail, it’s bound to be a mint julep (made with bourbon, of course). The funny thing is, from a historical perspective, bourbon is by no means the dominant Southern spirit. It didn’t even exist during the colonial era, and it was not widely drunk in most parts of the South during the antebellum days. Yes, plenty of Southerners sipped mint juleps. But contrary to the misty myths of the Old South, they usually weren’t sitting on the veranda of a white-columned plantation house, and the liquor in their tumbler was not bourbon. Bourbon’s transformation into the dominant Southern spirit happened not during Reconstruction nor the Gilded Age but after Prohibition’s brutal scythe laid low the entire American liquor industry, setting Southern drinking back almost a century in the process. It was only in the aftermath of Prohibition’s repeal, as the industry reorganized itself into marketing-driven conglomerates, that bourbon emerged as the premier spirit on the Southern bar.

So if it wasn’t bourbon juleps on the veranda, what was it that Southerners were drinking all those years? Quite a lot of things, as it turns out, and that’s good news for modern drinkers with a taste for history. Peach brandy, rum, Madeira, Cognac, rye whiskey, and locally brewed lager: the history of drinking in the South offers a rich and delicious legacy that can be drawn upon today to open entire new fields of tasting and experimentation.

Booze provides an intriguing lens into history, offering new perspectives on the larger social trends that occurred over the course of centuries. Alcohol helped lubricate the wheels of commerce, for when business-minded folks got together to negotiate and trade, they shared plenty of drinks. In fact, the places where people drank and the places where they conducted business were frequently one and the same. Alcohol taxes were a key source of governmental revenue as well, and excise taxes led to the young United States’ first constitutional crisis and, decades later, to the rise of moonshining in the South. At the same time, the legitimate alcohol business helped lead the transition to an industrial, commercial economy, both in terms of large-scale production techniques and the evolution of brand-based marketing. The temperance movement, in its century-long run-up to the failed Prohibition experiment, encapsulated the tensions of a growing and changing society coming to a head, and that movement played out in a formative way in the South that is not frequently addressed in social histories. Prohibition, of course, brought everything to a crashing halt, and once alcohol was legal again, the world of drinking in the South was reshuffled into a totally new set of patterns and preferences.

This book tries to capture the full sweep of that rich, multifaceted story. Each of its chapters opens with a drink recipe or two that are appropriate for that particular point in the narrative. Whether you choose to mix up your own version and sip it while reading is totally up to you, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt. We’ll start with rum and brandy and traditional colonial preparations, like punches and slings, and enjoy a little fine old Madeira too. We’ll sample a range of whiskeys—white corn liquor, aged rye, and old bourbon—and trace the evolution of whiskey making over time. We’ll explore the classic cocktails of the Southern bar, like the Sazerac, the Ramos gin fizz, and, of course, the iconic mint julep. They all link up to provide a tasty representation of what people in the South were drinking and how that changed over time.

The South is not, and never was, a monolithic entity. Many different regions and cultures have long existed inside its blurry boundaries. The uplands of Tennessee are very different from the red clay regions of Georgia, which themselves are almost a world away from the marshes of Lowcountry South Carolina and the bayous of Louisiana. To a great extent, the South as a region and the notion of a unifying Southernness was the product of the sectional tensions that led to the Civil War, the ruinous aftermath of the conflict, and the long racial division that followed. The story of drinking in the South by necessity cuts across such arbitrary boundaries and divisions. The narrative takes us up to Baltimore and into Pennsylvania’s Monongahela Valley, and it skips over to the Caribbean on occasion too.

The South was not constant in time either. The American South of 1810 was very different from the 1870 version, and even further removed from the version of 1730. A study of drinking habits in the region gives lie to the notion of an isolated, insular South. Much of that concept is tied up in the stereotypes of moonshiners up in the hills, isolated from the world and ready to shoot any revenuers who dared to intrude on their stills. The real story of Southern drink underscores how interconnected the region’s cities, towns, and even countryside were with the rest of America as well as the rest of the world. Alcohol, in fact, as an article of trade, was one of the primary things that established that interconnectedness.

Those connections are being restored today as the rest of the country and even the rest of the world starts to discover the rich bounty offered by Southern food and drink. So what better time to take a closer look at what Southerners were drinking over the centuries? There are many fine treasures waiting to be discovered.





1

“Contrary to the Nature of the English”: The Failure of Beer and Wine

Most chapters in this book open with a drink recipe, but it might not be appropriate for this particular chapter. Our story begins with the lack of booze, with Englishmen and -women who found themselves in a strange new world, cut off from their traditional tipples and forced to make do however they could, which usually meant cheap substitutes like sour muscadine wine or lousy ersatz beer.

I suppose you could pop open a Bud Light and simulate the effect. After a few sips, though, put the can aside and mix up an Apple Cider Sidecar. It’s nothing an early colonist ever sipped, but it incorporates two of the key beverages—apple cider and apple brandy—that were consumed in the first century of the colonial South. If you can find a bottle of Foggy Ridge cider, all the better. It’s made in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia using heirloom apple varieties once grown specifically for cider making. You can use a bottle of Laird’s for the apple brandy (get the good bottled in bond stuff, not the neutral spirit-based applejack), but if you come across a bottle of Carriage House apple brandy, grab it. It’s distilled in Lenoir, North Carolina, from local mountain apples and is an absolute delight.


Apple Cider Sidecar

SERVES 1

2 ounces Carriage House apple brandy

1 ounce Foggy Ridge Serious Cider

½ ounce simple syrup (see this page)

¼ ounce freshly squeezed lemon juice

1 egg white

Rim a rocks glass with sugar by rubbing a lemon slice along the rim, inverting the glass, and patting its rim in a saucer filled with a layer granulated sugar. Combine the apple brandy, cider, simple syrup, lemon juice, and egg white in a shaker with ice and shake vigorously until frothy, about 30 seconds. Pour into sugar-rimmed rocks glass and garnish with a slice of orange peel.




Simple Syrup

MAKES 1 CUP

1 cup Demerara sugar

1 cup water

Combine sugar and water in a small sauce pan and bring to a boil over high heat. Stir occasionally until the sugar is dissolved, then remove from heat and allow to cool. Kept in the refrigerator, simple syrup will stay good for several weeks.

Note: For the recipes in this book, I recommend using Demerara sugar, which is more like what would have been used in the South before the twentieth century (see note on sugar on this page).



“Our Drinke Was Water”

In the earliest years of the Southern colonies, settlers wanted to drink like Englishmen and Englishwomen, and that meant drinking ale. Brewed from wheat and barley, it was the daily beverage in the mother country, consumed with meals and in between them too. The ships that brought English colonists to Southern shores carried a generous provision of ale, but once these supplies were exhausted, the settlers found themselves thirsty in a land with few options for a proper drink. In 1607, one of the original Jamestown colonists, Thomas Studley, recorded that after the ships that brought them departed, “there remained neither taverne, beerehouse, nor place of reliefe.” After six months in the ship’s hold, the barley they brought with them “contained as many wormes as graines” and so “our drinke was water, our lodgings Castles in the ayre.”

The Native Americans encountered by the English helped save the new colony from starvation. They provided the interlopers with native foods like corn, squash, and beans, which quickly became staples of the colonists’ diet, but the original residents weren’t much help on the drink front. Down in Mexico, women brewed pulque from maguey plants and tepache from pineapple, and in the Andes they brewed a corn liquor called chicha. Closer to home, the Iroquois fermented a mildly alcoholic beverage from sugar maple sap, but the Powhatan in Virginia did not make any alcoholic beverages at all, nor did most of the other tribes along the Eastern seaboard. The Brits had to figure out the booze thing on their own.

In 1609, the governor advertised for two brewers to come to the colony, which had grown to three hundred people. Apparently no one jumped at the offer. In 1613, a Spaniard who had been reconnoitering the enemy English outpost wrote home to his government (with great relish, we can guess) that most of the residents of the fledgling colony were sick and desperate to return home because they had “nothing but bread of maize, with fish; nor do they drink anything but water—all of which is contrary to the nature of the English.”

Beer wasn’t in the cards for the colonial South. Barley, oats, and hops grew poorly in Southern soils, and few Virginian or Carolinian farmers, focused as they were on finding crops from which they could get rich, felt it worth the effort to cultivate them. Even when colonists could get their hands on the necessary ingredients, their brewing results were unreliable at best, since the warm weather rendered the fermented grains too acidic and made the beer prone to spoiling. A thriving brewing industry was established in the cooler climates of Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, and a trickle of this beer made its way southward via intercoastal shipping, but for the first century of colonial settlement in Virginia and the Carolinas, it was a fickle, insufficient supply at best.

Wine was another English favorite, but despite the colonists’ dogged efforts, they were unable to produce it in the new land either. In 1584, the first of Sir Walter Raleigh’s ill-fated colonial expeditions landed in North Carolina and found a carpet of grapes growing right up to the edge of the surf, where “the very beating and surge of the Sea overflowed them.” Two decades later, the settlers at Jamestown found the rivers and bottomlands thick with riverbank grapes and muscadines. In the Generall Historie of Virginia, Captain John Smith described these “hedge grapes” and noted that from them “we made neere twentie gallons of wine.” The purpose of Smith’s book was to promote the colonies to new settlers, so he may have been stretching things a bit when he claimed that this early product “was like our French Brittish wine,” meaning French wine imported into Britain. “But,” he added, “certainly they would prove good were they well manured.”

For decades, colonial leaders maintained a stubborn fantasy that if they just tried hard enough, they could transform the Southern colonies into a wine-growing Eden. In one 1609 tract, a Virginia promoter promised that within a few years the new colony would be producing as good a wine as “any from the Canaries,” referring to the Spanish-owned Canary Islands off the northwest coast of Africa. In a letter to the stockholders in the Virginia Company, the colony’s governor proposed that “if these natural vines were planted, dressed, and ordered by skilfull vinearoones” (that is, vignerons, or cultivators of vineyards), they might “make a perfect grape and fruitfull vintage in short time.”

Wishful thinking. It was not fine wines but a different sort of indulgence—tobacco—that became the cash crop of Virginia. Tobacco transformed Virginia into a boom-minded colony whose residents shared a singular focus on getting as rich as they could as quickly as they could. They poured every ounce of their energy into growing tobacco, and most intended to stay in the new colony for only as long as it took to make a quick fortune and return home. Their houses were little more than temporary shelters roughly constructed of boards nailed to posts set in the ground. Instead of building English-style fenced pastures, they found it easier to fence in their vegetable patches and let the livestock roam free. When Samuel Argall arrived in Virginia in 1617 to assume the office of principal governor, he found a colony in disarray. Only five or six houses remained standing, the church was in ruin, and the stockade fence was broken in pieces. And yet, Argall recorded, he found “the market-place and streets, and all other spare places planted with Tobacco.”

These avaricious planters spent much of the earnings from their new cash crop on satisfying their thirsts. Virginians became notorious in England for their love of drink, and ship after ship arrived in the James River loaded with wine and stronger spirits. These private traders’ ships functioned, in the words of one settler, as “moving taverns.” A dozen or more might be docked at one time along the James, with Virginians crowding on board, doing their best to drink away their tobacco earnings. The governor and council decried “the rates which unconscionable marchantes and maryners doe impose uppon our necessities,” and they singled out the “rotten Wynes which destroy our bodies and empty our purses.” But those unconscionable merchants kept right on selling.

This monomania for tobacco alarmed King James, who urged the Virginia Company to find other commodities for the new colony. In 1619, the company again tried to jump-start winemaking by requiring every householder to plant and maintain ten grapevines. They sent eight French vignerons and a trove of European grape cuttings to plant in the seemingly fertile soil of the New World. The results were dismal. The prospect of working seven years or more to cultivate a suitable vineyard for wine production held little appeal in get-rich-quick Virginia. In 1622, Captain Nathaniel Butler reported that the colonists had “laughed to scorn” the instructions of the company and their imported vignerons and kept right on planting tobacco. Efforts to encourage beer production had similarly disappointing results. On several occasions, the Virginia Assembly offered a bounty to any colonist who could raise at least two hundred pounds worth of hops. Ironically, the reward for growing something other than tobacco was to be paid in tobacco, or at least a note for ten thousand pounds of it, which could be traded like currency. This did little to spur production.

The experience of the Virginians was repeated decades later in the Carolinas. In drawing up the charter for their new colony in 1663, the lords proprietors focused on the same three commodities—wine, silk, and oil—that the Virginia Company so desired, and with the same dismal outcome. The proprietors instructed their newly appointed governor to set aside twenty thousand acres of good land for vineyards, the first of many doomed experiments to produce a native wine in the Carolina colony. Detractors in England blamed the laziness of the colonists and the incompetence of the vignerons for the failed experiments, but coastal Southern geography simply wasn’t suited for wine production. European grapes languished in the sandy soil, their vines steamed by the damp summer heat and blasted by local diseases like powdery mildew and local pests like the grape leafhopper and the grape-berry moth. Local grapes were resistant to these blights, but the colonists could produce only a poor, sour wine from them. And thus we have the irony of colonies full of Europeans in desperate want of wine, surrounded by wild vines teeming with grapes that they couldn’t do anything with.

In Search of a Local Tipple

Around 1630, the tobacco bubble burst, and the price of the leaf dropped from three shillings a pound to between threepence and sixpence. A large planter could still make a fortune growing tobacco over the course of many years, but it was no longer a boom crop that offered the prospect of cashing in after a single season. The colonists who remained in Virginia undertook a three-decade effort to transform their miserable colony into something that more closely resembled their native England. They planted more corn. In 1634, they completed a six-mile palisade between two creeks to protect their livestock from wolves and Indians. Their cattle and swine flourished, and they began exporting animals to Barbados. The population increased steadily, too, climbing from 2,600 in 1629 to 25,000 by 1660. Tobacco remained the foundation of the colony’s economy, but it now supported an ecosystem of related trades, like coopers who made hogsheads (barrels) for shipping the leaves and carpenters who built tobacco sheds and houses.

Virginians also turned their energies toward producing their own forms of strong drink so they could stop squandering their incomes in floating taverns. Importing beer and wine from England was not only costly but unreliable, too, since casks leaked and their contents frequently arrived spoiled. In the seventeenth century, there was little coastwise shipping and only a handful of vessels from Pennsylvania or New England landed in Virginia each year, so bringing in cider or beer from the Northern colonies was not a sufficient option. The attempts to find a reliable beverage that was palatable and intoxicating but not prohibitively expensive underlies the entire history of drinking in the South up until the Civil War.

Southern colonists turned to fruits to make alcohol, and they soon settled upon two primary ones: apples and peaches. Apples thrived in cooler climates, so cider was more common in Virginia than in coastal Carolina. Orchard keepers and gardeners began growing crab apples and “bittersnaps” for cider, which had higher tannins and more acid and sugars than eating or cooking apples. Peaches became the fruit of choice in the warmer parts of the Carolinas, and they were fermented into a concoction known as peach mobby. Initially, brewing and cidering were small-scale domestic pursuits and, being kitchen activities, were practiced primarily by women. That remained the case through the end of the seventeenth century. Cookbooks imported from England provided lengthy instructions for fermenting cider and mead. A typical kitchen in Williamsburg, Virginia, contained a full array of cidering equipment: tubs, casks, and kettles for fermenting and skimmers and haircloths for straining.

Virginians drank cider in great quantities, and ambitious planters stockpiled as much as a 150 gallons of it at a time in their cellars. In 1676, colonist Thomas Glover recorded “there are few Planters but have fair and large Orchards, some whereof have twelve hundred trees and upward.” Those trees bore a wide variety of English apples “of which they make a great store of Cider.” It was common for large planters to produce one hundred gallons or more per year by the end of the seventeenth century. Though mechanical presses were becoming available, most large plantations—including that of Robert “King” Carter, one of the largest landholders in the colonies—still depended upon workers to “beat cider” by hand in wooden troughs, and they managed to produce quite a volume. The slaves at Carter’s Corotoman plantation made more than twenty butts of cider—almost three thousand gallons—in the first two weeks of the August cidering season in 1722. Much of this was likely sold to nearby residents, since small farming households, which had little cash to purchase imported spirits, often turned to the large plantations when their own cider supplies ran low.

Though apples and peaches were the primary fruits for fermenting, Southerners used whatever they could get their hands on. The family of Martha Washington possessed a prized manuscript called the Booke of Cookery that contained handwritten recipes passed down from one generation to the next. Included are instructions on decocting and brewing as well as recipes for a range of wines made from lemons, gooseberries, blackberries, and elderberries. The processes for making all of these are pretty similar: the housewife mashed or bruised the fruit, mixed it with water and loaf sugar, and let it stand for days or weeks to ferment before filtering and bottling it.

As the eighteenth century opened, Southern colonists were still trying to figure out how to brew something akin to the beer of their native land, but obtaining the ingredients remained the tricky part. The planter and historian Robert Beverley recorded that, in Virginia, “the richer sort generally brew their small beer with malt, which they have from England.” Barley could be grown in the colony, Beverley claimed, but because there were no malthouses to parch it, the inhabitants chose not to sow it. “The poorer sort brew their beer with molasses and bran,” he added, and also “with Indian corn malted by drying in a stove; with persimmons dried in cakes, and baked; with potatoes; with the green stalks of Indian corn cut small, and bruised; with pumpions [pumpkins], and with batates Canadensis [Jerusalem artichoke].” Colonists also brewed a sort of beer from molasses, sassafras, and, instead of hops, “the Tops of Firr-Trees.” They put these in a kettle with water, boiled it, then allowed it to ferment. Corn was the grain that grew most readily in the Southern colonies, so frequently, Southerners had to resign themselves to make their “beer” from it. The kernels were coarsely crushed and mixed with water and allowed to ferment, resulting in a sour but alcoholic beverage. Women sometimes added honey to this mixture to create a sort of modified mead.

Such improvised beverages were, at best, poor substitutes for proper beer and wine. The local cider was far from perfect either. Apples were in season only from late fall to early winter, and the orchards might not produce in years that had a late frost or summer drought. Unfenced cows and pigs wreaked havoc, stripping the trees of their bark and killing them. Cider improved with age, but only if you had a cool place to store it and, preferably, an airtight container in which to keep it. Few small planters had storage cellars, glassware was rare and expensive, and only the best and most expensive barrels would keep cider fresh. Most cider turned to vinegar quickly, so many Virginians had to drink it raw and unimproved by age. July was generally the driest month, since the previous year’s cider supply had long been exhausted or gone bad and the new crop of apples were not yet ripe.

There was, however, one surefire way to make apple cider or peach mobby durable enough to last through a Virginia or Carolina summer: distill it into brandy. It’s hard to pin down precisely when Southern colonists began distilling, since writers from the era often used the terms brew and distill interchangeably. The term brandy was commonly applied to any alcoholic beverage made from fermented fruit—not necessarily one that had been passed through a still. By the opening of the eighteenth century, though, it appears that distilling was common on the larger Virginia plantations. In 1705, Robert Beverley noted that if a planter tended an orchard properly, within six or seven years it could produce a sufficient supply of apples “from which he may make store of good cider, or distill great quantities of brandy.” Peach trees were even easier, requiring no grafting, and bore fruit just three years after planting. Beverley felt that peaches made “the best spirit next to grapes.”

Early Southerners had two main ways of making spirits: drop distilling and rise distilling. In drop distilling, the fermented fruit juice was poured into the still’s upper container, which was heated over a fire so that the alcohol would boil, rise to the top, and then drip down a pipe to a lower collecting container away from the heat. Rise distillation worked in the opposite direction, with a fire beneath the bottom container of the still and the boiling alcohol rising up a pipe so it could be collected in an upper container. Both methods were dangerously prone to explosion, took hours to complete, and generally produced spirits with plenty of impurities. Early stills were unable to produce anything close to pure alcohol, but distilled apple brandy could reach 60 proof (30 percent alcohol), which was strong enough to keep through the heat of summer.
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Early distilling equipment, 1738.







Typically, only large planters—those with estates worth £250 or more—could afford stills, which were among their most valuable assets. At this stage, distilling, like cidering, was largely a woman’s enterprise. Estate inventories commonly listed stills among the other contents of the kitchen. Fathers usually willed their stills to their sons, but they often stipulated that the wives or daughters be allowed to keep the equipment and use it during their lifetimes, the property passing into the sons’ hands only upon the women’s deaths. There was at least some distilling going on in the early colonial cities too. In 1704, the Carolina Assembly passed a fire-suppression act that included restrictions on stills. The opening provision notes that “several people keep stills and still-houses in Charleston, to the great endangering of their own and their neighbors houses.” The act forbade any still exceeding ten gallons without a license from the commissioners.

Like most strenuous labor on Southern plantations, the production of alcohol was often performed by slaves. The first Africans arrived in Virginia in 1619, but their legal status remained ambiguous until the system of chattel slavery was formalized in the second half of the seventeenth century. By the 1680s, enslaved Africans had begun to eclipse indentured European servants as the primary laborers in Virginia. Slaves were present from the very beginning in the Carolina colony, and by 1710, just four decades after the arrival of the first European settlers, more than half of Carolina’s population was enslaved. It is now well understood that West Africans played a foundational role in shaping the foodways that emerged in the Southern colonies—a distinctive food culture that blended African, European, and Native American ingredients and techniques. But there has been much less investigation into how African alcohol traditions may have shaped Southern drinking culture.

We do know this: the Africans who were enslaved and brought to Southern shores arrived with a culture of making and consuming alcohol. In the non-Muslim parts of precolonial Africa, people made palm wine and brewed beer from corn, sorghum, millet, and even bananas. Alcohol played a role in weddings, funerals, initiation rites, and harvest festivals, and intoxicating beverages were tightly linked to spirituality. In Akan society, palm wine was considered a sacred fluid that opened communication between the living and ancestral worlds. Families would pour libations to seek favor from ancestral spirits and help individuals recover from illness. During weddings, the bride and groom would exchange drinks before witnesses and pour libations for the gods and their ancestors. Alcohol was used by Igbo men as gifts for their intended brides’ families, and at West African funerals, liquor was drunk heavily and also sprinkled on the graves of the deceased to help bridge their transition to the spirit world. It is little surprise, then, that the Africans who were enslaved and brought to the British colonies took readily to drinking alcohol there and were soon closely involved in the production of cider and brandy too.

In the early years of Virginia, a ration of alcohol was included as part of the labor agreement for servants, and that ration might account for more than one-third of his or her entire cost of employment. As indentured servitude gave way to slavery, alcohol was provided to—and often made by—enslaved workers too. A small farming household with one or two slaves consumed around ninety gallons of cider and twenty-one gallons of distilled liquor each year. A plantation with twenty slaves would consume 450 gallons of cider and more than 100 gallons of brandy per year. Black or white, free or enslaved: Southerners needed their drink.

Alcohol Consumption in the Early Southern Colonies

Let’s pause for a moment and reflect on why having something alcoholic to drink was such a big deal in the Southern colonies. For starters, there was very little to drink that was not alcoholic. A good milk cow of that era produced only one quart a day, and most Southerners let their cows roam free in the woods, so milk remained expensive and in short supply. Long before pasteurization and refrigeration, there was no way to stop apple, pear, and plum juice from fermenting and becoming alcoholic. Tea and coffee were expensive luxury items until the eve of the Revolutionary War. There was water, of course, but on the coastal plains the supply was unreliable and frequently unhealthful. The rivers teemed with insects and waste, and in tidal areas they would became filled with slime and filth at low tides. Shallow wells were easily contaminated by the bacteria that caused typhoid fever, especially during warm weather.

Alcohol was far safer to drink, and it had other virtues too. It relieved pain and was, in fact, one of the few effective medicines available. There’s also this simple fact: the colonists loved to tie one on. They came from traditions of heavy drinking and continued those habits in the New World. In describing the recreation and pastimes of Virginians, Robert Beverley commented that “there is the most good nature and hospitality practiced in the world, both toward friends and strangers,” though he noted, “this generosity is attended now and then with a little too much intemperance.”

Early Southerners drank pretty much all day and at any occasion. At meals, men and women would dine and drink together. At other times, colonists tended to drink in same-sex groups, with the men frequently doing their drinking outside the home, either outdoors or in taverns. Virginians loved feasting and dancing, and just about any occasion was an excuse for a celebration. The rules of hospitality required that a guest be served the best food and the best liquor that the house could provide. When a Frenchman named Durand of Dauphiné visited Virginia in the 1670s, he remarked on the lack of wine and the sheer amount of hard liquor consumed by Virginians. Each time someone new joined a drinking party, custom required that he be toasted, which got to be quite an undertaking as groups grew to twenty or more.

The tavern, or ordinary, became the center of drinking culture in the colonial South. While the terms tavern and ordinary had distinct meanings in England, they were used pretty much interchangeably in America. Often an ordinary operated out of someone’s house, and for at least the first century of Southern colonial life, they remained very houselike in their appearance and accommodations. A typical establishment had a large room with tables, benches, and a broad fireplace with receptacles for pipes and tankards. They were places where people could gather to drink, converse, sing, argue, and pass the time. Most served meals, and they were all supposed to provide overnight accommodations for travelers and their horses. Gambling was an integral part of tavern life. A French visitor to a Virginia tavern found at night “Carousing and Drinking in one Chamber and box and Dice in another, which continues till morning.” Billiards and cards were common gambling games too.

When men, women, and alcohol mingled in taverns, there was bound to be a little hanky-panky. In 1627, Captain William Eppes arrived at a Virginia tavern, and over the course of the evening, he and six other guests put away three gallons of wine. At the end of the night, Captain Eppes staggered to his feet, pulled off his clothes, and retired to one of the beds in the common sleeping room. Another guest, Mrs. Alice Boise, asked Captain John Huddleston if he were going to share the bed with Captain Eppes. Huddleston declined, so she took the space instead. Initially, Mrs. Boise lay atop of the covers with her clothes on, while Captain Eppes lay beneath them. Before long, though, the other guests in the room heard “a great busselling and jiggling of the bed.” The noise occurred again in the middle of the night and once more two hours before dawn. Eppes was hauled into court and charged with misconduct and lewd behavior, but he beat the rap. The justices found that while Eppes was clearly “in drink,” it was “not proved or manifest” that he and Mrs. Boise had “offended the law.”

Taverns and ordinaries were by no means the only places where Virginians would indulge in alcohol. In fact, there were few places, it seems, where they wouldn’t indulge. In the modern South, Baptist and Methodist churches still have dry wedding receptions in the fellowship hall, but colonial Virginians routinely drank in church. Royal holidays were a great occasion for boozing it up too. In 1688, officials in Rappahannock County, Virginia, spent ten thousand pounds of tobacco to provide alcoholic beverages to celebrate the birth of King James II’s son. Drinking was an inseparable part of militia musters, which drew men from all over the county, and many women and children came along to see the spectacle and join in the merriment. Though the muster itself might last only a few hours, the entire event would occupy the better part of two booze-soaked days.

Court days were all-male affairs, and they were occasions not just for settling judicial matters but for conducting business and debating politics as well. Most county courthouses had a tavern located conveniently next door. In jurisdictions that lacked a courthouse, court sessions were often held inside the taverns themselves. In Virginia, some judges rewarded jurors with a round of drinks for each verdict delivered. An indentured servant in Northampton County who was caught after running away from his master confessed that he had waited until a court day to steal a bridle and saddle and attempt his escape since he knew everyone would be too drunk to notice him.

Blind justice, it seems, was often blind drunk, for judges routinely drank on the bench. Perhaps the best indication of just how much they consumed is the law passed by the Virginia Assembly in 1676 that restricted drinking by judges. It by no means prohibited judges from drinking on court days. Instead, it specified punishment for any justice of the peace who became “soe notoriously scandalous upon court dayes at the court house, to be soe farre overtaken in drinke that by reason thereof he shalbe adjudged by the justices, holding court to be uncapable of that high office.” The punishment for being too crocked to see in your own court was a fine of one thousand pounds of tobacco for the first offense, two thousand pounds for the second, and removal from office only if it occurred three or more times.

Women put back their fair share of beer, cider, and brandy too. They drank at meals and at sewing circles. Drinking during childbirth was a common practice in Virginia, and the woman giving birth was expected to have prepared alcohol and cakes for female neighbors who would gather for the lying-in period before, during, and after the birth. Alcohol ushered Virginians out of the world too. Far from being somber events, funerals were quite the occasion for a party, especially in the more rural areas, where people would travel from miles around to pay their respects to the dead. Whenever Virginians had visitors, hospitality required that they provide their guests with refreshment, and the fact that someone was dead didn’t let them off the hook. In the upper ranks of society, men were expected to set aside funds to provide drinks for the guests at their own funerals. If they didn’t, the cost would be deducted from their estates. These weren’t trivial sums either. At one York County funeral, mourners put away twenty-two gallons of cider, twenty-four gallons of beer, and five gallons of brandy. The executors for John Grove, a planter of rather modest means, subtracted one thousand pounds of tobacco to pay for his funeral.

Nothing goes together like booze and firearms, and the South has a long history of that too. In 1624, the Virginia Assembly, in an effort to save scarce gunpowder, passed an ordinance making it illegal for anyone to “spend powder unnecessarily in drinking or entertainments.” The law seems to have been widely ignored. It was common, once a man was laid in the ground, for attendees to fire a fusillade of shots over the grave. Frequently, the memorial shots continued long after the ceremony concluded. At the funeral of Major Philip Stevens of York County, more than ten pounds of powder were expended. This could get problematic when the attendees had been drinking all day. Due to the sheer number of accidents, the Lower Norfolk County court in 1668 prohibited the discharge of firearms at a funeral unless an officer of the militia was present to supervise.

By the end of the seventeenth century, funeral revelry had gotten so notorious that some of Virginia’s more conservative residents tried to rein it in through the terms of their wills. Ralph Langley of York County dictated that his executors buy no more than six gallons of brandy for his burial, while George Jordan of Surry County explicitly prohibited guns from being fired over his grave. Edmund Watts of York County declared that because of “the debauched drinking used at burials, tending to the dishonor of God and religion, my will is that no strong drink be provided or spent at my burial.”

From the earliest days, colonial leaders worried about drunkenness among their citizens. In 1632, the Virginia Assembly specified that anyone convicted of being drunk would be fined five shillings, to be paid to the churchwardens of the parish in which the offense was committed. The fine was upped to ten shillings in 1691, and if the guilty couldn’t pay, they would be placed in the stocks for three full hours. In 1668, the assembly limited each county to just two licensed taverns and specified that those should be near the courthouse and public places such as ports, ferries, or great roads in order to accommodate travelers. This restriction, the act stated, was needed because “the excessive number of ordinaryes and tipling houses” were frequented by “a sort of loose and carelesse persons who neglecting their callings mispend their times in drunkennesse.” The same act fined anyone keeping a “tippling house” without license two thousand pounds of tobacco, half of which would go to the informant who ratted the business out.

Early tavern regulations walked a fine line between suppressing drunkenness and ensuring that responsible citizens had access to an affordable supply of wholesome drink. The first Virginia law regulating ordinaries, passed in 1639, dictated that an establishment charge no more than twelve shillings for “a meale or a gallon of beer” due to “the great plenty of provisions.” In 1644, the assembly began licensing ordinaries, and it capped the price of a gallon of strong beer at eight pounds of tobacco. Tavern keepers could charge no more than fifteen pounds of tobacco for French wines, twenty pounds for those from the Portuguese-owned island of Madeira, and thirty pounds for a gallon of Spanish wines. Eighty pounds was allowed for “the best sorte of all English strong wares” and forty for brandy or aqua vitae.

As the seventeenth century closed, Southerners had found their booze. It wasn’t always the best drink, but it was better than water. Alcohol had become fully integrated into the core institutions of the emerging societies of Virginia and Carolina. The dream of transforming the South into a flourished vineyard still lingered, but for the time being, Southerners were making do with home-brewed cider, ersatz beer, and locally distilled apple and peach brandy, augmented by as much of the good stuff as they could afford to import from Europe. It was good enough for a start, but colonists still thirsted for a more potent and more affordable drink.
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“That Damn’d Devil’s Piss”: The Rise of Rum

To start things out, let’s mix up a rum punch. It has not only rum in it but sugar, too, along with a little citrus, which captures the convergence of trade in the coastal South in the eighteenth century. If you want to be truly authentic about it, do not give in to temptation and put any ice in your punch. There was no ice to be had in the South during this era, and its introduction at a later time was an important milestone in Southern drinking. (You will be forgiven if, after a sip or two of room-temperature punch, you backslide and plunk in a couple of cubes.)


Rum Punch

SERVES 12 TO 15

1 bottle Smith & Cross Navy Rum (see note on rums, this page)

Juice of 12 limes

I cup simple syrup (this page)

2 cups freshly brewed green tea

Combine the rum, lime juice, simple syrup, and tea in a large glass or ceramic jug. Shake a few times to mix, then allow to rest in a cool place (you can refrigerate if you like) for several days. Serve at room temperature if you dare, or pour over ice in a glass.



The Rise of the Rum Trade

The Southern colonies needed not just a reliable supply of drink, but an inexpensive one too. They found just that in the island colonies that lay a short voyage away in the Caribbean. The product was called rum, and it quickly became the main tipple of the colonial South. It was a truly colonial American beverage, created by Europeans in the New World and consumed there too. Rum greased the wheels of commerce and helped define new trading patterns. It helped open the American interior to trade from the coastal cities, and it influenced the colonists’ interactions with the Native American population—and that population’s near destruction. There was nothing elegant nor refined about rum, but there was nothing elegant nor refined about the times either.

There’s a handy rule of thumb for explaining the differences among the various types of spirits: brandy is the distilled essence of wine, whiskey the distilled essence of beer, and rum the distilled essence of sugar. If you’re inclined to be more a little colorful, though, you could borrow rum historian Wayne Curtis’s memorable description that rum is “the distilled essence of industrial waste.” The sugaring process began with cane, which was put into a large press and squeezed to extract the sweet juice, and that, in turn, was boiled in massive copper cauldrons until reduced to a nearly crystallized syrup. As the juice boiled, dirt and impurities rose to the top, and these scummings were removed. The reduced cane syrup was then cooled and cured in clay pots with holes in the bottom, through which waste matter would ooze. That waste was molasses, a dark, sticky, sweet liquid that could not be further refined or crystallized.

There wasn’t much a sugar producer could do with molasses, since there was no demand for it on the islands and it was expensive to ship anywhere else. Around the middle of the seventeenth century, though, planters realized that the sugars remaining in molasses could be fermented by wild yeasts, and if they put it in a still, they could extract the alcohol. So they took the waste from the sugaring process—the skimmings from the boiling, the lees from the bottom of the pots, the water used to clean everything out—and mixed it in a large cistern. They let this so-called wash rest in the tropical heat until natural yeasts caused it to bubble and ferment, then added molasses. After about a week, fermentation ceased, and the wash was transferred to the main vat of a pot still and heated over a fire. The steam rose and moved through the worm, a length of copper tubing cooled by water, where the alcohol condensed out of the vapor. The resulting spirits were either put into a cask for storage or passed through the still again to be double distilled.

The end product was called rumbullion, which later was shortened to just rum. Kill-devil was another popular term for the spirit at the time, and it seems a fairly accurate description of early rum’s harshness. Wayne Curtis surveyed the historical record and concluded that “no seventeenth-century account has surfaced that had anything nice to say about the taste.” A French priest named Jean-Baptiste-Labat pronounced it “rough and disagreeable,” while another visitor to the West Indies concluded it “a hot, hellish, and terrible liquor.” Ned Ward, a British wit and travel writer who had visited the Caribbean just after the turn of the eighteenth century, described rum memorably as “that damn’d Devil’s Piss.”

What rum lacked in flavor, it made up for with an intoxicating kick, which is all it really needed to find a market. Rum first began seeping out of the West Indies around 1650, arriving as a cask or two loaded by a captain for his crew on the voyage and then, as more American colonists got a taste of the stuff, as a regular article of trade. Soon the money generated from the by-products of sugar making were enough to offset the entire cost of sugar cultivation, meaning that the money from sugar sales was almost entirely profit. Through the early 1700s, almost all the rum exported from Barbados and Antigua was destined for the North American colonies since no export market existed yet in England or Europe. Barbados was the largest exporter, shipping some 680,000 gallons per year, while Antigua exported 236,000 gallons and Saint Kitts and Montserrat shipped around 14,000 each.

That rum from the Caribbean found a ready market in Virginia and the two Carolinas, which split into separate colonies in 1710. That year, English explorer John Lawson visited the area north of Cape Fear and found planters producing wheat, corn, beef, pork, tallow, and hides. Sloops from Barbados and New England regularly docked to trade rum, sugar, salt, and molasses for those Carolina products In 1711, John Urmston, a missionary to North Carolina from the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, described North Carolina residents as fiercely independent individuals who “live by their own hands of their own produce,” using whatever they could spare to trade for foreign goods. “Many live on a slender diet to buy rum sugar and molasses,” he noted.

Drinking rum seems to have taken precedence over just about everything else, including religion. Urmston found that three of the colony’s five precincts had no churches at all. The other two never got around to finishing theirs. One had no floor, just loose benches placed upon the sand. At the other, the door was left standing open since the key had long been lost, and it became a shady refuge for hogs and cows in the summer. An aggrieved Urmston convinced the assembly to mandate that the people select a vestry of twelve men in each precinct to build a proper church and hire a clergyman. Urmston attended the initial vestry meetings and found them “very much disordered with drink.” They “quarreled and could scarce be kept from fighting” and broke up without accomplishing a thing. In another precinct, the vestry met in an ordinary where “rum was the chief of their business.”

It wasn’t long before a few wily Yankees figured out that they could make a buck off of Southerners’ thirst for rum, and they started importing cheap molasses from the West Indies and distilling it in New England. Boston’s first rum distillery was established in 1700, and by 1770, there were 141 distilleries in the American colonies, mostly in Boston, Providence, and New Haven. That new domestic supply helped lower the cost of rum and further increase its popularity. When William Byrd II of Virginia was surveying the disputed boundary between Virginia and North Carolina in 1728, he observed that in Norfolk, merchants exported beef, pork, flour, and lumber to the West Indies in exchange for Caribbean-made rum. But out in the countryside, Byrd noted, “Most of the Rum they get…comes from New England, and is so bad and unwholesome, that it is not improperly call’d ‘Kill-Devil.’ ” That fiery beverage, he added, “breaks the Constitution, Vitiates the Morals, and ruins the Industry of most of the poor people of this Country.”

Rum was the drink of an ambitious people, rough around the edges but hearty and lively, and it became an increasingly important part of the commercial life of rising cities like Charleston and Williamsburg. The 1730s were Charleston’s first boom decade, and that boom was fueled in part by rum. The rice economy was just becoming fully established, creating for the first time a thriving import/export trade. A tremendous amount of rum arrived on ships from Barbados and Antigua, which sold their cargoes of liquor and filled their holds with rice for the outbound journey to England. In 1735 alone, 134,000 gallons of rum arrived in the port, passing through the establishments of more than sixty different merchants. Charleston, at this stage, was still a rough-and-tumble place where the luxuries of the elite life were not yet enjoyed. In 1738, Robert Pringle, one of Charleston’s leading wholesale merchants, wrote to a London trading partner that it would take at least six months to sell a shipload of Madeira wine in Charleston, there being a huge backlog of supply already on the market. “This is a place of not great consumption for Wines,” he explained.

Pringle advised his London partner to have his men in the West Indies, if they could not ship sugar to England, to instead load their holds with rum and sail it to Charleston, “there always being a great demand for Rum here.” This three-legged pattern followed the trade winds, and it became the standard route for ships engaged in the Charleston trade. A typical ship would depart a British port, make its way down the European coast past Portugal, and stop off at the island of Madeira or one of the Azores, where it would take on a load of locally produced wine. From there it would cast off for the long journey across the Atlantic, riding the trade winds to Barbados or Antigua. Upon arriving in the West Indies, the captain would sell the wine and invest the proceeds in rum, sugar, and molasses. Next, he would island-hop his way over to the Gulf Stream, which carried his ship up the Florida coast to Charleston, where rum and sugar were in high demand. In Charleston, the ship would be loaded with rice or, if rice was out of season, with deerskins and naval stores like pitch, tar, and turpentine. Finally, the captain would set sail up the Carolina coast to Cape Hatteras and from there head out into the open Atlantic for the return voyage to Europe.

The pattern was very much the same up the coast in Williamsburg, where tobacco, not rice, was the primary cash crop. Ships tended to leave British ports, perhaps with a stop at Madeira along the way, and sail to Barbados, and from there to either the James or the York Rivers in Virginia. The cargoes on the inbound ships included everything from salt and molasses to finished goods like iron pots and straw ware. Some ships, especially those that had touched off at Madeira, carried a few pipes (casks) of wine. But the one item that was present on virtually every ship that landed was rum. It arrived by the barrel, tierce, and hogshead. It was payment for the commodities produced by the colony, which appear in the manifests for the outbound voyages and were almost always bound to a British port, including planks and staves, skins and furs, wheat, and, more than anything, tobacco.

Punch Houses and Taverns

Much of the rum that arrived in Charleston and Williamsburg never left the city limits. From December to March, the peak shipping season, the Charleston harbor was filled with masts and the streets swarmed with sailors. They gathered in punch houses, like the Two Brewers on Church Street and the Pig and Whistle on Tradd, where they ladled strong punch out of large common bowls. The city’s merchants and artisans as well as planters visiting town from the countryside preferred the public taverns, where they could eat salted fish, wild game, and rice flour puddings while drinking their rum in the form of slings, flips, and toddies.
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The Pink House Tavern in Charleston, which opened in 1712 about five blocks from the river, was one of the first taverns in the city to be built away from the waterfront.







The most prominent Charleston drinking spot during this period was Shepheard’s Tavern. Its owner, Charles Shepheard, arrived from London, deeply in debt, around 1720. He set out to revive his fortunes by building a tavern at the corner of Broad and Church Streets, and it became popularly known as the “Corner Tavern.” Its public long room was called the Court Room, for it was rented by the province for holding court. In October 1734, a notice appeared in the South Carolina Gazette that tickets were on sale for The Orphan, or the Unhappy Marriage, to be performed at Shepheard’s on October 17—the first known public performance of a play in the colonies. The first American opera performance took place in the Shepheard’s long room, too, when Colley Cibber’s Flora, or Hob in the Well was performed in 1735.

Up in Virginia, Williamsburg was both the capital and the social center of the colony. Men regularly traveled in from the countryside to attend court and transact business, and when they did, they needed a place to eat, drink, and sleep. At any one time, between eight and fourteen licensed taverns served Williamsburg’s two thousand residents. Most were located close to the capitol building along the town’s main thoroughfare, and they served different types of clientele. The gentry patronized the Raleigh and Wetherburn’s, while Shields Tavern was popular with both locals and travelers of the lesser gentry and upper middle ranks. Marot’s Ordinary had a large public room with a wide fireplace and a small bar in one corner along with a garden room for private gatherings and a lodging room on the first floor. Marot’s patrons included William Byrd and other members of the gentry, and they enjoyed a generous supply of imported wines.

After Jean Marot’s death, his widow, Anne, married Timothy Sullivant, and they operated the tavern until 1738. In the 1740s, John Shields, who had married one of Anne Sullivant’s daughters, took over the tavern and kept it until his death in 1750. As this progression suggests, the real continuity in the operation of taverns tended to lie not with the men, but with the women associated with them. In the case of Marot’s Ordinary, it is likely that Anne Sullivant was the one actually running the tavern, and she passed the business on to her daughter. In both Virginia and the Carolinas, the tavern license and the sign over the door usually bore a man’s name, but a woman—typically the license-holder’s wife or another family member—actually ran the day-to-day business.

The laws of the period give us a good sense of what wines and liquors patrons were consuming in taverns. In 1695, a Carolina statute instituted price controls, capping Madeira wine at three royalls per quart, other wine from the Western Islands at two royalls, and domestic beer, ale, cider, and rum punch at sixpence. Later ordinances fixed prices for stout, ale, and other malt drinks. The purpose of these regulations was to ensure consistent, affordable prices for patrons, but they made tavern keeping a precarious business. The basic service of food and drink didn’t turn a profit, so owners had to offer a range of additional services. They rented private rooms to wealthy travelers and provided rooms for locals to drink, smoke, converse, and gamble. Tavern keepers frequently were paid through barter, not cash, and their daybooks and ledgers recorded the cash value assigned to bartered goods. Many also extended credit to their patrons, which made their enterprises even riskier. When Charles Shepheard of Charleston died in 1748, his estate included 750 pounds in bad debts.
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Gadsby’s Tavern, Alexandria, Virginia.







Another constant theme in tavern regulations was the desire to control the sale of alcohol to slaves and indentured servants. The black populations of both Charleston and Williamsburg were sufficiently large to allow slaves a degree of anonymity in the crowded taverns. As early as 1693, the governor of South Carolina complained of the “very disorderly houses” in Charleston that sold strong liquors to great numbers of black slaves, whom he claimed were drawn in from the countryside “knowing they can have a drinck…for mony or what else they bring.” In 1744, a Charleston grand jury named twelve establishments that had been caught selling liquor to slaves. None of these actions seemed to have much effect on the market. Despite seven decades of laws and regulations, in 1772, a correspondent to the South Carolina Gazette was still complaining that “at all times, nay, even at noon-day, many dram-shops are crowded with negroes.”

Sailors were a constant worry to the authorities too. As tavern historian Sharon Salinger judiciously puts it, sailors “subscribed to an ethic of nonaccumulation.” That is, they blew through money like drunken sailors. When they landed in port and were paid their wages, they did everything in their power to ensure they sailed out on their next voyage with empty pockets and a splitting headache. Broke sailors caused no end of trouble in port cities. In Virginia, sailors currently under pay were prohibited from being served in taverns without a license from their shipmaster, and those that had been discharged were required to show a signed document from their captain indicating as much. In 1743, Charleston prohibited tavern keepers from extending more than ten shillings in credit, and a few years later the legislature attempted to limit sailors to spending only one hour per day in a tavern. Most tavern owners blithely ignored such regulations. In 1759, Captain Robe of the snow Africa took out a notice in the South Carolina Gazette announcing that he had learned of several tippling houses that were entertaining his sailors and that he would refuse to pay any debts incurred by his crew and prosecute the tavern owners under the law.

Outside the port cities, taverns played a much smaller role in the drinking culture. Planters were explicitly exempted from the laws that regulated city taverns and liquor sellers, and many served as the liquor dealers for their neighborhoods. A handful of rural residents did get licensed to operate proper taverns, but these were rather poor operations in the sparsely settled plantation districts and not the centers of social activities they were in cities. “Strangers are always welcome [in homes] and genteelly treated,” one Frenchman traveling through Virginia recorded, making it possible to travel through the length of the colony and pay only for ferry crossings. John Gerard DeBrahm, who journeyed through South Carolina in 1769, noted that “the Hospitality of this province makes traveling through this Country very agreeable, pleasant, and easy.” Visitors were routinely invited into private homes for tea, suppers, and even lodging, so they didn’t have much need for taverns.

Sampling Colonial Rum

Before we go any further, let’s address the nature
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