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Ask just about any drinker—or nondrinker, for that matter—to identify a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Whiskey on a liquor store shelf. The odds are pretty good that he or she will easily be able to pick out the company’s distinctive rectangular bottle and signature black-and-white label—branding that is arguably as familiar as Pepsi’s blue-and-red globe, Budweiser’s old-timey Gothic lettering, and the Anheuser-Busch seal.

American whiskey is currently having an unprecedented revival: according to the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States (DISCUS), sales of bourbon, Tennessee, rye, and corn whiskey were up nearly 37 percent between 2000 and 2013. Yet when it comes to the subject of American whiskey packaging and design—the beauty and artistry of its labels, for example—very little has been written or said.

Much of the talk, rightly so, has focused on what is in the bottle, and brands have gone to great lengths to highlight their heritage, quality of ingredients, and distilling practices. But there is an equally rich tradition of creating unique and eye-catching branding, which, in my opinion, deserves as much attention and appreciation as any vintage French cognac advertising poster, colorful cigar band, or modern wine label.

When a distillery introduces a new bourbon or rye, ample time goes into the planning of its look and branding strategy. (For example, the label for Jim Beam’s Jacob’s Ghost White Whiskey not only went through multiple iterations but also required an entirely new printing process to make the oval portrait of the company’s founder look right.) If things go well, every store and watering hole will stock the spirit, and its trademark will enter the pantheon of household names, joining all-stars like Wild Turkey, Maker’s Mark, and nonliquor standouts like Kleenex and Coca-Cola.

The same was true of the American whiskey market one hundred years ago: it was highly competitive and driven by catchy brand names and memorable label art. While some whiskies from that era survived and still exist today—including Jim Beam, Early Times, the aforementioned Jack Daniel’s, and arguably the oldest (and aptly named) Old Overholt, which dates back to 1810—there were also scores of other whiskey brands, big and small, that disappeared over the years.

Many of them were driven out of business by Prohibition and the two world wars. Others were victims of corporate mergers and changing tastes. Historically, it was common for larger distillers to have regional whiskey lines with strong local followings. The same bourbon or rye might have been sold in ten different markets under ten different names. Thanks to the consolidation of producers and distributors, as well as cable, network television, and the Internet’s power to shrink the planet, distillers these days focus on building national or international brands. As a result, many of these local brand names have been retired.

Today, the major spirits companies own the intellectual property rights to dozens of dormant whiskies. Every so often, one of these ancient brands is dusted off and resuscitated, like E. H. Taylor, which was reintroduced in 2011, becoming a name once again familiar among drinkers and bartenders. These trademarks are valuable and are often bought or traded by liquor companies. (Sometimes, to keep the rights from expiring, just a single case of alcohol is produced and sold in a sleepy market where it won’t get much attention.)

As a whiskey drinker, I long to taste these so-called ghost spirits, which have been off the market for years. (I am not alone—there is an increasingly lucrative market for buying and selling vintage American whiskies, online and at auction.) For reasons of scarcity and finances, my dream will no doubt stay just that; however, I have been able to track down some of the historic labels from these long-lost brands. They are thrilling to behold on their own, and I admit to fantasizing about their flavor profiles and pulling together imaginary tasting notes for each one of them.

Most of the art is done in a style that combines regional and folksy iconography with classic industrial design. The spirits companies usually created the art in-house or used local designers. These amazingly colorful and charming labels are often the last links we have to the pioneers of the whiskey industry and are a piece of American history.

Many of these whiskies and their accompanying logos have floated down to us on a grand river of alcohol, passed from one liquor company’s portfolio to another. In the process, they tend to lose much of their history and even geographical ties. (For instance, before Prohibition, the mid-Atlantic states were famous for rye whiskey, but those brands either went out business or, like Rittenhouse Rye and Michter’s, are now based in Kentucky.) But despite their circuitous paths, they have managed to retain their beauty and capture a real moment in time.

For this book I have chosen labels from brands that are long gone, like O. F. C. and Belle of Lincoln, and also ones from brands that are still with us, like Pappy Van Winkle and Four Roses, as well as new additions to the market. They represent the major periods of American-whiskey history—from its golden age, through Prohibition, and up to the modern craft-distilling boom—and are also a survey of American industrial design. This collection is, of course, the perfect accompaniment to a dram of your favorite whiskey. Cheers!
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Production at George Washington’s distillery was carefully tracked in the farm’s ledger, including the fact that he paid taxes on his whiskey production.
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The LATE 1800s and
EARLY 1900s
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The distillery at Mount Vernon isn’t just for display—it is actually used to make whiskey.
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To talk about the history of American whiskey is to talk about the history of America—it’s nearly impossible to untangle the two. While that may sound like hyperbole or typical pub BS, it’s actually not too big of an exaggeration.

After all, Scotch, Irish, and German settlers, who brought the art of distillation (and a thirst for spirits) with them from Europe, helped found the country. And after the Revolutionary War, one of the biggest crises the country faced was the Whiskey Rebellion, when the government put down protests in Pennsylvania over newly instituted taxes on distillation. Even our first president, George Washington, can be tied to booze. After leaving office, he built the country’s largest rye whiskey distillery on his Virginia estate, Mount Vernon. The facility, which produced eleven thousand gallons of whiskey in 1799, was run by his Scottish plantation manager James Anderson. (It was rebuilt a few years ago, and I’d encourage you to check it out.) Plus, distilling taxes helped fund the Union’s Civil War effort.

The Farm Distiller

Washington was hardly alone. From practically the time colonists first settled America, farms across the United States produced spirits from a range of grains and fruits. Distillers in the mid-Atlantic states and the Northeast traditionally made spicy rye whiskey because the grain, which was prized for its hardiness, was able to survive cold winters. Southern distillers made use of corn—fast growing and sweet—to produce bourbon.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, thanks to distilling and railroad improvements, a number of brands developed dedicated followings and built impressive facilities. Yet in spite of greater distribution, there was still no real branding to speak of. This was largely because, throughout the 1800s, liquor was only sold by the barrel to bars and stores, so consumers usually had access to only a few regional spirits or blends created by wholesalers—whatever they found in the general store or tavern. According to the Kentucky Distillers’ Association, the only way to figure out what you were drinking, if you cared, was to look for the name of the distiller or wholesaler, which was burned into the whiskey barrelhead. (Some of the brands did supply branded decanters to bars and stores when they bought a barrel.)

There was one early bourbon pioneer, though: E. H. Taylor, who, according to Michael R. Veach, author of Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey: An American Heritage, used shiny brass hoops on his barrels instead of the customary iron or wooden ones to makes sure customers in the 1870s recognized casks of his O. F. C. Whiskey. Taylor seems to be the only one who tried this type of technique.
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In 2006 George Washington’s distillery at Mount Vernon was rebuilt, complete with working stills.
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Jack Daniel’s nephew Lem Motlow filed this trademark application in 1908 for the term “Old No. 7.” Nobody’s sure why Daniel chose that specific number or phrase, but the whiskey’s label still proudly uses it.

A Clear Future

Throughout the nineteenth century, buying whiskey was basically a “self-serve” operation: drinkers could buy a glass of booze at a bar, or they could go to their local grocer or watering hole with an earthenware jug (sometimes branded with a distiller’s name), a glass decanter, or a flask, any of which would then be filled from a cask. That all changed in the 1860s when Hiram Walker began bottling his Walker’s Club from Ontario, which later became, of course, Canadian Club. Then in 1870, George Garvin Brown and his half brother J. T. S. Brown Jr., the founders of what would turn into Brown-Forman, decided to sell their Old Forester Bourbon (which is still available today) exclusively in glass bottles. They had originally planned to offer it to doctors, who could be sure that the whiskey they were prescribing to patients for a range of health issues was pure and unadulterated.

It was a giant step forward for the industry, since glass bottles allowed drinkers, for the first time, to know without a doubt what they were imbibing. Up until then, there was no telling what you were buying. The bottling trend was helped by the passage of the Bottled-in-Bond Act in 1897 and the Pure Food and Drug Act in 1906, which set up federal regulations about what information was required to be on labels and the veracity of their claims. (A label for Belle of Lincoln Straight Whiskey, which was made by Jack Daniel’s and dates from just before 1910, even states that the quality of the liquor is guaranteed under the Pure Food and Drug Act.) What also helped was that, in 1903, Michael J. Owens patented a machine to quickly and cheaply make bottles, and, according to the Kentucky Distillers’ Association, it could produce four per second.

The Birth of Branding

Even before bottling became the industry norm, some innovative bourbons were already buying outdoor billboards; in the late 1890s, Four Roses had one on New York’s Madison Square. But glass bottles really led to the birth of spirits marketing and branding as we know it.

This evolution was echoed by the broader advertising industry, which took off after the Civil War with the rise of national brands and exploded in the late nineteenth century with advances in lithography and the creation of full-service ad firms.

Starting in the 1880s, spirits companies were advertising in newspapers and magazines as well as creating fanciful labels for their whiskies. According to Veach, these logos soon adorned bar mirrors, drink stirrers, and decanters sold to consumers. In 1908, Jack Daniel’s nephew Lem Motlow (who ran the company after his uncle retired) filed a trademark application in Tennessee for the term “Old No. 7,” which the brand still uses today on its labels.

The timing couldn’t have been more perfect: just as American whiskey was coming into its own as a real business, the aphid- like phylloxera was devouring vineyards across Europe, killing the wine and cognac industries—and creating a world of thirsty drinkers.

The smartest whiskey distillers saw an opportunity to capture new consumers and went to work building up the reputations of their products with sophisticated marketing, which led to the first golden age for the industry.

[image: ]

OLD FORRESTER

                   

Old Forrester, which was introduced in 1870 by George Garvin Brown and his half brother J. T. S. Brown Jr., was the first U.S. brand to come exclusively in a sealed bottle. (The brothers’ company would ultimately become Brown-Forman.) This advertisement for the whiskey dates to 1881, when Forester was originally spelled with three Rs. The ad depicts three monkeys unsuccessfully trying to open the bottle with a corkscrew and, if you will, “monkey around” with the whiskey inside of it, demonstrating the value of the Browns’ product.
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EARLY TIMES OLD STYLE SOUR MASH WHISKEY

                   

Early Times dates back to the 1860s, and this label from 1915 emphasizes the brand’s long history and attempt to use historic production methods, which, according to bourbon historian Chuck Cowdery’s Bourbon, Straight: The Uncut and Unfiltered Story of American Whiskey, included using pot stills instead of popular column stills. Note the distiller listed is J. H. Beam, who was Jim Beam’s uncle and founded Early Times when he was just twenty-one.
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OLD W. L. WELLER PURE RYE

                   

This ornate rye whiskey label dates from before Prohibition and was used by whiskey wholesaler W. L. Weller & Sons. Julian P. “Pappy” Van Winkle Sr. and his partner later combined the company with the A. Ph. Stitzel Distillery to create the famous Stitzel-Weller Distillery.
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GEO. A. DICKEL & CO. CASCADE JUGS

                   

Before distilleries used glass bottles, many of them offered liquor stores branded ceramic jugs that could be filled and sold to customers. This pair, complete with corncob stoppers, comes from George Dickel and was used around 1900.
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JACK DANIEL OLD NO. 7 WHISKEY

                   

While we’re used to Jack Daniel’s famous black-and-white design, according to legend it wasn’t introduced until 1911, after Jack Daniel passed away. Before that historic event, the brand used different labels, including this colorful Art Nouveau design from around 1905.
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BELLE OF LINCOLN STRAIGHT WHISKEY

                   

Back in the day, Jack Daniel sold whiskey under a second name—Belle of Lincoln. What does Lincoln have to do with bourbon? Well, in this case, we’re actually not talking about the president. Lynchburg, Tennessee, where the distillery is still located, was once part of Lincoln County. This ornate label was used around 1910.

[image: ]

JACK DANIELS NO. 7 WHISKEY

                   

While the United States went dry in 1920, Tennessee passed prohibition legislation in 1909. This label dates from 1910 and was used for the only type of alcohol still available in the state: so-called medicinal whiskey, which you could only purchase from a pharmacy with a prescription from a doctor or dentist. It was most likely created by a Nashville distributor, which is why the apostrophe is missing from the brand’s name.
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GEO. A. DICKEL & CO. CASCADE KENTUCKY STRAIGHT BOURBON WHISKY

                   

Thanks to Tennessee’s prohibition, Dickel was forced to close down its Cascade Distillery in Tullahoma. To keep whiskey on the shelves, the brand had Louisville-based A. Ph. Stitzel produce and bottle its bourbon.
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OLD HICKORY O. P. S. RYE WHISKEY

                   

This stately label from 1903 befits its namesake, former president, war hero, and famous Tennessee resident Andrew Jackson. (He also had a distillery at his plantation, the Hermitage, outside of Nashville.) It bears his portrait and makes use of his nickname, Old Hickory.
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T. W. SAMUELS BOTTLED IN BOND WHISKEY

                   

While the Samuels are now famous for starting Maker’s Mark in the 1950s, the family’s original brand was T. W. Samuels. This label from the early 1900s for the bottled-in-bond whiskey almost looks like it could be on a mirror behind a turn-of-the-century bar.
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During the 1800s, cognac was king, and many drinks, including the Mint Julep, called for the grape-based brandy. But when the phylloxera epidemic decimated European grape vines, cognac production was temporarily halted, and bartenders and drinkers were forced to use the era’s other two popular spirits—gin and whiskey—even more in their cocktails. Try New York Distilling Company cofounder and all-star bartender Allen Katz’s delicious recipes for the classic Sazerac, Mint Julep, and Bourbon Rickey, and you’ll understand why cognac was never able to regain its title.

SAZERAC

CONTRIBUTED BY ALLEN KATZ


Herbsaint or absinthe

1 sugar cube

2½ ounces American rye whiskey

1 dash Angostura Bitters

2 dashes Peychaud’s Bitters

GARNISH: Lemon twist

GLASS: Old-fashioned



[image: ] Rinse an old-fashioned glass with Herbsaint or absinthe so that the glass is well coated. Discard any excess and set the glass aside. In a mixing glass, muddle the sugar cube with a few drops of water. Add the rye and bitters, fill the mixing glass with ice, and stir until chilled. Strain into the Herbsaint-rinsed glass and garnish with the lemon twist.

MINT JULEP

CONTRIBUTED BY ALLEN KATZ


8 fresh mint leaves

1 teaspoon granulated sugar

2½ ounces bourbon

GARNISH: Sprig of fresh mint

GLASS: Julep cup



[image: ] Put the mint, sugar, and a small amount of crushed ice in a julep cup and muddle. Add more crushed ice to half fill the cup, and then add the bourbon. Stir until the drink is well chilled and the cup becomes frosty. Add more crushed ice to fill the cup, garnish with the mint sprig, and serve with straw.

BOURBON RICKEY

CONTRIBUTED BY ALLEN KATZ


½ lime

2 ounces bourbon

Chilled club soda

GLASS: Collins



[image: ] Squeeze the lime into a Collins glass filled with ice. Add the bourbon and the spent lime shell and top with club soda.
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Deputy New York police commissioner John A. Leach makes sure a confiscated barrel is disposed of.
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