
THERE IS A REFRIGERATOR DOWN SOUTH UNLIKE ANY
OTHER REFRIGERATOR in the world. It’s a pretty crucial refriger-
ator. In fact, it may be the most important refrigerator ever plugged
into an outlet in the state of Kentucky. But then again, the fridge itself is
nothing special. It’s what’s inside the fridge that really counts.

Crouched behind a gallon of milk and wedged between some soda
and a carton of eggs, sits a chilled jug filled to the brim with a thick,
brown goop.What is it, you ask? Well, that goop is 75-year-old yeast, and
Fred Noe III, associate distiller at the Jim Beam Distillery in Clermont,
KY and five-times-great grandson of distillery founder and whiskey
legend Jacob Beam, guards it like he would one of his children. See, this
yeast has a lot to do with a product about which Noe cares a great deal.

“A lot of our competitors will tell you yeast doesn’t make any
difference,” says Noe, a voluminous gentleman who speaks with a
booming amplification and gruffness of voice that matches his
intimidating physical presence perfectly. “I guess I would say the
same thing if I didn’t have yeast that had been around since
prohibition.”

Noe is referring to the sour mash process, a bourbon
refinement usually credited to Dr. James Crow, wherein
each new fermentation is conditioned with some amount
of spent mash (i.e. a previously fermented mash or yeast).
It’s like friendship bread, but with whiskey. “My great
granddad used to take a jar of yeast home with him every
weekend and keep it in the fridge, just in case something
happened to the distillery. Now I keep a batch in my fridge
at all times.”

The crowd of about 45 to which Noe is speaking loves
these anecdotes, as they do the men standing before them
(and, of course, the spirit his family has been producing since
1795). We’re gathered at the Union League of Philadelphia
for an event that has been billed as “The Great Whiskey
Debate.” The contest is one to which I have been looking
forward for weeks now, and the question is this:Which is the
superior whiskey, bourbon or scotch? 

As thrilled as I am to be here, this is a difficult night for
me. I find myself unfairly torn between two mistresses, each
possessing similar and disparate allures. Scotch, I know. It’s my
standard, my spirit love, my unparalleled connection to a
higher plane of understanding. My muse. Bourbon is new.
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Whiskey:partdeux
In this, his second installment in a three-part libations series extolling the virtues
of all things whiskey, managing editor Nick DiUlio attends a battle between old
love (scotch) and new (bourbon).
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It’s the devil on my shoulder, the tempting fire of the unexplored; a vast,
yawning expanse before me wherein the Earth swallows the sun like a god
chewing flame. Bourbon is an America well before my time.

Standing on stage in front of a long table draped in an American flag
and littered with several bottles of superior bourbon, Noe stares down his
emerging competitor, Simon Brooking, ambassador for Laphroaig and The
Dalmore (two of the finest single malts in the world). Brooking dons a kilt
and speaks with a lilting brogue that quite poetically counterbalances Noe’s
hoarse Kentucky drawl.When Brooking enters the room, he does so with
a furious Scottish howl, holding a chunk of peat in one hand, a small blow-
torch in the other.“Tonight you’re going down,Noe! Like this piece of peat
over the flame, you’re finished! Vote scotch!”

“Don’t think so, big boy,” says Noe under his breath.
Brooking takes his place in front of a similar table (this one draped

with—you guessed it—the Scottish flag) and when he goes to shake Noe’s
hand at the start of the showdown, the Kentuckian thinks twice about it and
decides to withdraw his hand at the last second.“Nah,” croaks Noe.“I don’t

Bulleit Bourbon Frontier Whiskey:
90 Proof, 45% ABV

First, let me say how much I dig this bottle. I think of
Mississippi River songs, banjo afternoons surrendering to
night, and ghosts in the distant swamps. Sip this one on a front
porch and pause frequently to enjoy its light, delicate nose
and the sweet flavor with subtle hints of pine and vanilla. And
tell me, are you getting maple as strongly as I?

Makers Mark:
90 Proof, 45% ABV

For years this well-known bourbon was marketed with the
tag line, “It tastes expensive…and is.” It’s true. The Makers
Mark has a sharp, aggressive nose that sets the stage for a
flavor that is sweet in the center of the tongue but slightly
bitter on the edges. This bourbon coats the tongue. Camp
fires come to mind.

Woodford Reserve:
90.4 Proof, 45.2% ABV

The Woodford distillery has been in operation since 1812, mak-
ing it one of the oldest working distilleries in Kentucky. Personally,
it’s one of my favorite bourbons, an almost  mythological journey

through flavors. It begins with a floral invitation when nosed,
beckoning further still with a hint of apples on the front

of the tongue. As it finishes with warm, furious
redemption. Thank the heavens for whomever
had the vision to create this bourbon.

Blanton’s Single Barrel:
93 Proof, 46.5%

Another nominee for the Sexiest Bottle
award—although this one less for its mini-
malism and more for its baroque cork
adorned with expensive-car-worthy hood
ornament miniature and angular glass
cuts. This bourbon starts with a sharpness
similar to the Makers Mark but delights in
flavor with a much more nuanced profile.
It made me want to buy a white suit.

Wild Turkey Rare Breed:
108.4 Proof, 54.2% ABV

Okay, take it easy with this one. Billed as
“barrel proof,” this bourbon is not neces-
sarily for those who have never ventured
into the world of Kentucky’s whiskey;
however, if you’re feeling particularly
adventurous, head straight for the Rare
Breed. Perhaps the boldest bourbon in
this quiver of five, I basked in this pour the
way one does in sunlight. It’s November,
so toast this one to the turkeys of the
world. They do a great service.

Bourbon supplied by Traino's Wine
and Spirits in Marlton and Diageo of
London, England.
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TheTasting
“The first thing I always tell people is if you taste the bour-
bon and make a face, it’s too strong. Cut it down,” says Fred
Noe III, schooling me on the art of tasting. “This is where
people get into a lot of trouble. They think the only way to
drink these high-end bourbons is neat. But with bourbon,
there are no rules. Drink it any way you want to.” I recently
sampled five fine bourbons (neat) with some friends. What
follows are the impression I got from this American spirit.
Should you want to play along at home, make sure you do
the “Kentucky chew” with your first sip. It’s a smacking of the
lips that really brings out the whiskey’s true triumphs.
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trust ‘im.Maybe later.”The audience howls.
Before the evening got underway, I had

a chance to speak with Noe and Brooking
about the impending mêlée. “We act like
this is a battle, but it’s really all about edu-
cation,” Noe said.“Simon here is very pas-
sionate about his scotch and I’m very pas-
sionate about bourbon.What we’re here to
do is educate people on both products. It’s
not like at the end of the night Simon and
I are gonna whoop each other’s ass. It’s not
about that. It’s about education.”

Since we’ve already given a pretty
exhaustive lesson on all things scotch (see
South Jersey Magazine, Vol. 4, Issue 6,
and this time take notes), let’s get right into
the bourbon. Firstly, bourbon does share a
few attributes with its highland cousin.
To begin with, they are both whiskeys.
Moreover, they both share folk origins and
enjoy nationalistic overtones and regional
pride.To be called scotch, it must be made
in Scotland. Likewise, bourbon must be
made in America—and this is where the
road diverges.

Whereas scotch is a barley-based prod-
uct, bourbon’s primary ingredient is corn.
To be called bourbon, the mash build must
contain at least 51 percent corn, which
gives it a sweeter flavor profile than the
smokier scotch. Bourbon cannot be dis-
tilled at higher than 160 proof, barreled at
higher than 125 proof, or bottled at less
than 80 proof. And for a bourbon to be
labeled “Kentucky Straight,” it must be
aged in the state of Kentucky for at least two
years. Oh, and the barrels in which this takes
place must be brand new every time.Scotch,
ironically, only uses aged bourbon barrels.

The details of how bourbon is made
are similar to scotch, but different enough
to warrant a tour of the process: Corn, rye
and barley are grinded into a fine meal.The
meal is then cooked in water to convert the
grain starches into sugars.This mash is then
pumped into a fermenter, where yeast is
added to convert the sugars into alcohol,
a step that takes three to four days. Next,
the mash is pumped into a still, where the
water content of the liquid is reduced by
heat. The vapors are captured and cooled,
resulting in a colorless condensate. This
happens a second time to refine the proof
and flavor, resulting in another clear
distillate called white dog. The white dog
is then poured into flash-charred oak bar-
rels where the bourbon obtains its deep
amber hue.

“The thing about the bourbon indus-
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try is we don’t change a damn thing,” says
Noe. “My job is to not change anything
going on. So we’re doing the same thing
today that my daddy taught me.”

When asked if he feels there is a signif-
icant difference between the “bourbon cul-
ture” and the “scotch culture,” Noe shakes
his head and hunkers down.“I don’t think
so.When it comes down to it, you get with
your friends and that’s who you enjoy the
product with. If you happen to be a scotch
drinker and I happen to be a bourbon
drinker, we’re still gonna get together and
talk about the Phillies losin’ or the Eagles,
or whatever. It’s not like, ‘You sit on this
side of the room and I’ll on that side.’”

Yet, for the remainder of the evening,
that is precisely what Noe and Brooking do.
It’s not until the show is over,when the tast-
ing glasses have been washed and the flags
folded, that I see the scotch-bourbon fusion
I had hoped for.A few of us retire to a jazz
club across the street, and as I make my way
through the crowd (a Laphroaig in hand—
sorry Fred) I see the two sworn whiskey
enemies raising a glass together, laughing
through the din of American music and
whiskey.They’ve learned to play nice.

And the devil on my shoulder toasts to
his ascension. �

On August 3,
2007, the U.S.
Senate passed a
resolution officially
declaring
September 2007
“National
Bourbon Heritage
Month.”

Since 2003,
high-end bourbons
have seen
revenue grow
from $450 million
to over $500
million, some 2.2
million cases, in
the United States.
High-end bourbon
sales accounted
for eight percent
of total spirits
growth in 2006. 

An act of the U.S.
Congress in 1964
declared bourbon
to be "America's
Native Spirit" and
its official distilled
spirit.  

Bourbon County,
KY is a damp
county, which
means you can
order alcohol
at eating
establishments
but package
stores are
verboten—what
sweet irony. 

Scotland is smaller
than Kentucky
and contains 93
distilleries.
Kentucky has 10.

DID YOU
KNOW…


