
     
All whiskey begins with a mash of cereal grains that are fermented to produce alcohol. Common 
grains include barley, corn, rye, and wheat, and the exact ingredients and their proportions are 
called the mash bill (Whisky Advocate, 2021). Enzymes are required to break the grain's starches, 
which are complex carbohydrates, to simple sugars like glucose, which are then available for the 
yeast to consume during fermentation, producing alcohol. Traditionally, a grain, most often barley, 
is malted to provide the required enzymes, but commercial enzymes can be used. Malting begins 
by inducing germination, or sprouting of the seeds, then drying the germinated grain to halt the 
process.  

The grains are then milled, breaking open the kernels and exposing their starches. Hot water is 
added to create the mash, and the water and heat activate the malted barley’s enzymes. Once the 
starches are converted to sugars, the mash is cooled and yeast is added. If the solids are filtered out 
before fermentation, the liquid is called “wort.” The yeast consumes the sugar, creating not just 
ethanol but also congeners. Congeners are aromatic compounds, some of which are problematic; 
methanol, which is produced in very small amounts but is toxic, is one of the more notable of the 
undesirable congeners. Other congeners enhance the spirit’s flavor profile. It is worth noting that 
fermentation is not the only source of congeners, as a significant share of the flavor-enhancing 
congeners in the final product result from the barrel maturation process (Piggott & Conner, 2021). 

After a few days of fermentation, the result is called “the wash.” It is at 7–10% ABV and is 
sometimes referred to as “distiller’s beer.” The wash is distilled to separate and concentrate the 
alcohol. To do this, the wash is heated until vapor is produced. Alcohol and volatile compounds 
boil off, the vapor is cooled and condenses, yielding the “low wines.” This product has a volume 
of about 1/3 the wash and an ABV of about 25% (Whisky.com, 2024). The residual liquid is 
called “spent wash” or “pot ale,” and it is discarded or used as fertilizer or animal feed. 

Low wines are not suitable for consumption and must be distilled a second time to further 
concentrate the alcohol and refine the spirit. In this second distillation, the “cuts” are made. The 
earliest vapors, including methanol, are discarded as “the foreshot” or “head.” The desirable 
vapors, particularly of ethanol, are condensed to become the “heart.” The “tail” or “feints” is 
composed of the undesirable compounds and solids left behind after the heart is captured. In order 
to balance yield efficiency and quality, distillers must carefully control the cut points, which are 
the moments they switch collection from one fraction to the next. 

Alcohols range in volatility, and the most volatile components are found in the head. Examples of 
the most volatile include Acetaldehyde (CH₃CHO) with a boiling point of 20.8°C or 69.4°F; 
Acetone ((CH₃)₂CO), 56.2°C or 133.2°F); and Methanol, aka methyl or wood alcohol (CH₃OH), 
64.7°C or 148.5°F (Haynes, 2016). The distiller monitors the smell, which starts out like nail 
polish, the ABV, which begins above 80%, and the vapor temperature as it rises to 78°C or 172°F, 
to know when to make the cut from the head to the heart (Russell, 2020).  

The heart has the desired fermentation product, ethanol (CH₃CH₂OH), along with water and 
congeners that impart more desirable flavors. This cut has a pleasant odor, a starting ABV of about 
75%, and a starting vapor temperature of about 78°C or 172°F. The heart cut typically ends about 
64% ABV and with vapor temperatures around 95°C or 203°F, but the precise cut point is often 
based on sensory cues like clarity and taste as well. A lighter, fruit-forward style may cut closer to 
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67%, while a heavier style may run deeper into the 60% zone to capture smoky congeners 
(Russell, 2020).  

The collected heart from the second distillation is the “new make” spirit, sometimes called “white 
dog” due to its lack of color. White dog typically has an ABV around 70%, or 140 proof; the proof 
value of a spirit is twice its ABV. The volume of new make spirit is typically about 25 to 33 
percent the volume of the low wines, or about eight to ten percent of the wash volume 
((Distiller, 2017; Alcohol Congeners and the Source of Ethanol, n.d.). 

The tail is the leftover portion of the low wines. The tail contains heavier, less volatile compounds, 
such as higher-boiling alcohols, fusel oils, and other residues. Some distillers may rerun some of 
the heads and tails to the next distillation batch to recover alcohol and improve efficiency.  

While differences in distillation processes are evident among various spirits, whiskey’s required 
grain-based foundation most clearly sets it apart from many other spirits. Vodka, for example, can 
be made from any fermentable starch or sugar. It is traditionally made from inexpensive starches, 
often from potatoes or grains like wheat or rye. Vodka can be made from a wide variety of 
ingredients because it is distilled to a very high strength, often 95% ABV, and often charcoal 
filtered to remove almost all congeners. Thus, regardless of the ingredients, the process results in a 
clear spirit without much aroma or taste. Although distilled to 190 proof, it is watered down to a 
typical bottling strength of 40% ABV or 80 proof (Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau 
[TTB], 2024). Vodka is almost always bottled un-aged, because U.S. Code of Federal Regulations 
(C.F.R.), and EU rules, define vodka as a “neutral spirit” that must be free of distinctive wood-
derived color, aroma, or taste; storing it in ordinary oak barrels would violate that standard (27 
C.F.R. §5.142, 2024). 

Gin is similar to vodka in its neutral base, which could be grain, sugar, or even potato-based 
alcohol. What makes a spirit into a gin is a second distillation with botanicals. Juniper berries are 
mandatory for a spirit to be called gin, and other herbs, spices, and citrus peels are also used to 
infuse their flavors (EU Reg. 2019/787). Common gin botanicals other than juniper include 
coriander seed, angelica root, citrus zest, cardamom, and licorice.  

Tequila is unique in that it is distilled from the fermented juice of the agave tequilana Weber var. 
azul, or Weber-blue agave plant, rather than grains. The harvested core of the agave, called the 
piña, is cooked to convert its starches to sugars, the sweet sap (aguamiel) is fermented, and the 
wash is then distilled, often twice. By law, authentic tequila must use at least 51% Weber-blue 
agave sugars, with premium tequilas using 100% agave (Norma Oficial Mexicana 006-SCFI 
[NOM], 2012). Mixto tequilas, those with only 51% agave, can have the remaining 49% from any 
fermentable sugar source, not just agave sugars. The non-agave portion typically comes from cane 
sugar or corn (CasaAgave, n.d.).  

Tequila is usually clear, called blanco, or silver tequila. If blanco tequila is aged at all, it is only 
briefly. Gold tequila gets its color and appearance from one of two main sources, either caramel 
coloring, which is the most common source, or aging in oak barrels. Most gold tequila is a mixto 
containing caramel color to give the clear blanco tequila a golden hue. Mexican regulations allow 
the use of additives “including caramel, oak extract, glycerin or sugar syrup” in amounts less than 
1% to smooth the taste (NOM, 2012). In contrast, 100% agave gold tequilas are a blend of blanco 
and one or more aged tequilas that have naturally acquired color and flavor from oak barrels. Note 
that a reposado has been aged at least two months, an añejo has been aged at least a year, and an 
extra-añejo has been aged at least three years (Consejo Regulador del Tequila, 2023). Tequila is 



typically bottled about 40% ABV or 80 proof. Tequila’s sister liquor, Mezcal, is traditionally 
made from the roasted piñas from up to 30 different agave species, not just the blue agave. This 
roasting gives Mezcal a smoky aroma and flavor, and the variety of allowed agaves results in a 
great variety of flavors. 

Rum is distilled from sugarcane by-products, most commonly molasses, the thick syrup left from 
sugar refining, although sometimes it is distilled from fresh sugarcane juice. Rum is typically 
matured in oak casks at least 6 months, and silver is then charcoal filtered to remove color. 
Because of its sugar origin, rum generally has a sweeter flavor profile. Molasses-based rums, 
especially those that are barrel-aged, often exhibit flavor notes of caramel, toffee, vanilla, and 
molasses, while fresh cane juice rums can have a lighter, grassy character (Husk Distillers, 2022; 
spiritradar, 2024). Many dark rums, often aged longer, also have natural or added caramel, 
contributing to their deep color and rich sweetness.  

Brandy is a broad category of spirits distilled from fermented fruit juice. Most traditional brandies 
are made from grapes, and famous examples like Cognac and Armagnac from France are grape-
based brandies produced by distilling wine (Bureau National Interprofessionnel du Cognac, 2024). 
However, brandy can also be made from other fruits; for instance, Calvados is an apple brandy 
from France, and Kirschwasser (Kirsch) is a cherry brandy from Germany. In general, any 
fermented fruit mash or fruit wine can be distilled into a type of brandy, so one finds brandies 
made from pears, plums, apricots, berries, and more. The fruit’s aroma/flavor congeners give it a 
very different profile from grain spirits. Brandy is often matured in wood casks, although some is 
sold unaged. 

Whiskey styles of note include bourbon, Tennessee whiskey, rye whiskey, Irish whisky, Scotch 
whisky, and, perhaps to a lesser degree, Canadian and Japanese expressions. Whiskeys differ 
significantly based on various requirements and traditions related to the mash bill, production 
methods, and terms used. For example, for a spirit to be called a bourbon, one basic requirement is 
that the mash bill must be 51% corn (TTB, 2024). In contrast, a single malt Scotch must be 100% 
malted barley, distilled in a pot still, and produced by a single distillery in Scotland. Most Irish 
whiskeys don’t have strict mash bill requirements, and often include both malted and unmalted 
barley. Single Pot Still Irish whiskey is an exception to the typical flexibility in the mash bill, as it 
requires at least 30 percent of both malted and unmalted barley (Irish Whiskey Technical File, 
2014). Irish whiskeys are known for triple distillation, although it is not strictly required. Canadian 
whisky often blends multiple grains and may or may not include a high proportion of corn, while 
Japanese whisky is modeled after Scotch, and uses similar ingredients and techniques.  

One “fun fact” is that in the United States and Ireland, the spirit is usually spelled “whiskey,” with 
an e, whereas Scotland, Canada, and Japan spell it “whisky” without the e. This spelling difference 
is historic and cultural, but both refer to the same general spirit. The word whiskey itself comes 
from the Scottish Gaelic uisge beatha, (pronounced ISH-kuh BAH-huh) meaning “water of life” 
(“Whisky,” n.d.). My mnemonic to remember the spelling conventions is that if the name of the 
country has an “e,” so does its whiskey! Two well-known American whiskeys are notable 
exceptions to this rule. These brands choose to align their products with Scotland by omitting the 
“e” in whiskey. One is Maker’s Mark, and the other is George Dickel (VinePair, 2018). 

There are two primary types of stills used for the distillation of spirits, the pot still and the column, 
or Coffey, still. A pot still is a large bulb-shaped boiling container with a gooseneck or coiled 
section at the top. Pot distillation is done in batches and requires cleaning of the still to remove the 
spent wash and its residue after each distillation. Often a pot still will have a second distillation 



chamber, called a thumper or thump keg, attached so the low wines move directly to new make 
spirit. The thumper receives uncondensed vapor that bubbles up through low wines, making a 
rhythmic “thump-thump” with the flash-condensation and instant revaporization that occurs 
(Russell, 2020).  

Pot stills are often made of copper, which helps remove sulfurous compounds, and the batch 
processing allows for more precision with the cuts, often leaving more desirable congeners. Pot 
still distillation is required for any Scotch or Irish whisky that has the word “malt” or “pot” in its 
name, such as "single malt Scotch whisky” or “Irish pot still whisky” European Parliament & 
Council Regulation (EU) 2019/787 (2019). 

A more time-efficient way to produce new make spirit is with a column still, which allows 
continuous distillation. The wash enters the top of the still and falls through circular plates with 
holes in them as steam rises up the column. The cuts are not taken at specific times but at specific 
heights of the column, with the head highest up the column, and the tail at the bottom. Column 
stills can yield up to 95% ABV, which is desired for neutral spirits like vodka, but which U.S. 
regulations prohibit for all classes of whiskey except “light whiskey” (TTB, 2024). All other 
American spirits labeled as whiskey must be distilled to no more than 80% ABV, or 160 proof, so 
that some congeners are retained for flavor (TTB, 2024). Light whiskey was introduced as a 
category in the late 1960’s to allow American distillers to compete with the growing popularity of 
more neutral spirits (Roskrow, 2012). 

Large bourbon distilleries sometimes use a combination of stills; a column still is used for the 
primary distillation from wash to low wines, followed by a small pot doubler for the second 
distillation, similar to a thumper. However, a doubler receives condensed low wines rather than 
vapor, and it requires additional heating to re-vaporizes the liquid, which is then condensed as new 
make spirit. In this way, they combine the efficiency of a continuous distillation with the character 
and complexity of the pot still (Piggott & Conner, 2021; Russell, 2020).  

Canadian and other blended whiskies often employ multi-column setups to create a neutral base 
spirit with a high proof and a flavoring spirit with a lower proof; these two spirits are later blended 
to produce the desired product (Canadian Whisky Guide, 2023). Similarly, Irish distilleries might 
use column stills to produce grain whiskey as a base for their blends and only use pot stills as 
required for malt or pot still whiskey (Irish Whiskey Technical File, 2014).  

The choice of still influences the spirit’s style: batch pot distillation is generally associated with 
craft, tradition, and robust flavor, whereas continuous column distillation is associated with 
lighter, cleaner spirits and large-scale production. Both methods can produce excellent whiskey; 
they are simply different tools that result in different spirit profiles. 

When barreling spirits for aging, distillers often adjust the spirit strength. For Scotch whisky, new 
make is diluted with water to about 127 proof for casking, while bourbon by law must enter the 
barrel at no more than 125 proof (Scotch Whisky Technical File (2019); TTB, 2024). Over years 
in the barrel, proof can change based on the storage temperature and humidity due to evaporation 
of alcohol and water at different rates. 

The overarching hallmark of traditional American whiskeys is aging in new charred oak barrels, 
which imparts a deep amber color and flavors of caramel, vanilla, and oak spice. In America, all 
the “51 percent plus” mash bill types, including bourbon, rye, wheat, malt, rye-malt, must be aged 
in new charred oak barrels. However, corn whiskey, light whiskey, American single malt whiskey, 



and several products labeled “whisky distilled from [blank] mash” are permitted to age in used or 
uncharred barrels. Corn whiskey can even be bottled unaged. That said, the U.S. Code requires 
disclosure of reused cooperage on a label for whiskeys other than corn or light whiskey that don’t 
use new charred oak (27 C.F.R. §5.74, 2024; TTB, 2024). 

During aging, the whiskey moves into and back out of the wood as the barrel expands and 
contracts due to temperature changes. This movement imparts both color and flavor to the 
whiskey. As the whiskey soaks into the barrel wood, two to three percent of the initial volume of 
the spirit is absorbed into the staves. This loss is sometimes called “the Devil’s cut” (Jim 
Beam, 2012). Then, because the wood is porous, a portion of the spirit is lost to evaporation each 
year. This loss is referred to as the “Angel’s Share.” In a climate like Kentucky’s, the Angel’s 
Share might average 3% of the barrel volume per year (Russell, 2020). The volume lost to 
evaporation is directly related to the heat of the storage location, and whether the loss is primarily 
alcohol or water is related to the humidity; higher humidity decreases water loss (Piggott & 
Conner, 2021, ch. 13).  

If aged for many years, these losses add up significantly, which is one of the reasons Pappy Van 
Winkle’s famous 23-year bourbon is so expensive. While some sources estimate a staggering 
average of about 80% of casking volume lost over 20+ years, a 2012 interview with “Pappy’s” 
grandson, Julian P Van Winkle III, was even more extreme. The author stated that with Pappy Van 
Winkle 23 year, only about three gallons of the original 53 remain. “When it comes to our 
bourbon, the angels are very greedy,” Van Winkle observed (Tower, 2012). It is important to note 
that the volume of spirit sold will typically be higher than that uncasked, as most whiskey is 
diluted with water from barrel strength down to no less than 80 proof, although some expressions 
are bottled at cask strength. 

For centuries, the Devil’s Cut was essentially written off as unrecoverable, but it contributes to a 
barrel’s weight and can influence the barrel’s next fill if re-use is allowed. Since there is no 
restriction on cooperage for Scotch, many used whiskey barrels travel from America to Scotland 
each year (Scotch Whisky Association, 2019). In 2011, Jim Beam devised a method to extract the 
Devil’s cut by agitating water in the used, empty barrels. They used this extracted whiskey in a 
blended bourbon marked simply as “The Devil’s Cut,” an intensely oaky expression with a 
complex flavor profile (Beam Suntory press release, 2011).  

Bourbon is often considered the quintessential American whiskey. This spirit draws its name from 
Bourbon County, Kentucky, which was formed in 1785 and named in honor of the French royal 
House of Bourbon to recognize France’s support during the American revolution (Minnick, 2016, 
p. 28). Whiskey shipped from this area in the 1800s was often labeled “Bourbon” to indicate its 
origin. Over time, the use of the label “bourbon” has collected a number of restrictions and 
specifically defined terms. Legally, bourbon must be made in the United States, although contrary 
to myth, not only in Kentucky. As noted, the mash bill must be at least 51% corn, with the 
remainder often being barley malt, wheat, or rye. Distillation can be no more 80% ABV, or 160 
proof, to ensure the spirit retains some character and flavor. Like other 51% American whiskeys, 
bourbon must be aged in new charred oak barrels, and it can’t be barreled at higher than 125 proof 
or bottled at less than 80 proof (TTB, 2024).  

A bourbon must not have any additives except water; no added caramel colorings or flavorings are 
permitted. Bourbons can be “finished” by a second casking in, for example, a used wine cask. This 
spirit is still permitted to be marketed as a bourbon, but the label must clearly indicate that how the 
bourbon was finished (27 CFR §5.22, 2024). One of my favorite examples of a finished bourbon is 



Jefferson Reserve’s Pritchard Hill, which is finished for at least 12 months in French Oak casks 
that once held Pritchard Hill® Cabernet Sauvignon, giving it a deep, rich color and a complex, 
sweet flavor (Jefferson’s Bourbon, n.d.). 

If a bourbon is labeled “straight bourbon,” it has additional requirements: it must be aged at least 2 
years and, if aged less than 4 years, the age must be stated on the label. Other American whiskeys 
using the word “straight” on the label must follow these same rules and, like bourbon, must not 
have flavor or color added to them, while other whiskeys are permitted to include harmless 
coloring/flavoring/blending materials up to 2.5% of volume (27, C.F.R. §5.143, 2024; TTB, 
2024).  

Unless the bourbon is labeled as “single cask,” it is a blend of spirits from many casks, sometimes 
hundreds of them. The master distiller will taste bourbons from casks in various locations of the 
rick house, then order various numbers of casks to be blended together to match an expression’s 
signature flavor profile. The age statement on a bottle must reflect the youngest bourbon in the 
blend. 

Tennessee whiskey is a bourbon, meeting all federal standards and requirements from US origin 
and mash bill to casking and bottling restrictions. It also carries an extra requirement and 
additional geographic limitation. Tennessee whiskey, as the name implies, must be produced in 
the state of Tennessee. Moreover, since 2013, Tennessee state law requires the use of the Lincoln 
County Process, which is a filtration of the new make spirit through sugar maple charcoal before 
barreling. This charcoal leaching, or “charcoal mellowing,” is said to remove some impurities and 
result in a smoother, mellower, whiskey (Higgins, 2022). Because this filtering is not the specific 
addition of flavoring, it is permitted by US regulation. In order to label a spirit as Tennessee 
Whiskey, this process must be used, with one singular exception; a small distillery named 
Prichard’s was grandfathered out of the requirement in 2013 (Tenn. Code Ann. §57-2-106(c) 
(2013).  

While this single exception has been challenged as an equal-protection concern, it still stands as of 
2025 (Tennessee Attorney General, 2015). Prichard’s had been operating since 1997 and opted not 
to use charcoal mellowing, arguing it “filters out flavor.” When Jack Daniel’s lobbied for the bill 
requiring the Lincoln County Process to help protect its brand, Phil Prichard lobbied for his 
exception. Tennessee lawmakers allowed the small, pot-still distillery to keep its traditional 
method while still calling the product Tennessee Whiskey, but all other producers were bound to 
charcoal-filtering (Higgins, 2022; Schelzig, 2015). 

Another foundational American style, rye whiskey must be made from a mash of at least 51% rye 
grain, with the balance often corn and malted barley. Rye whiskey must be distilled and aged 
under the same constraints as bourbon, with a white dog of not more than 160 proof and barreling 
into a new charred oak at not more than 125 proof ((Cali Distillery, n.d.). Rye whiskey’s flavor is 
typically drier and spicier than bourbon, reflecting the peppery, floral character of rye grain. 
Historically, American rye whiskey was made in large quantities in Pennsylvania and Maryland. 
Modern rye whiskeys, such as Knob Creek and Rittenhouse, have seen a resurgence due to 
cocktail revival. As with bourbon, straight rye whiskey means at least 2 years in charred new oak 
without any coloring or flavoring additives.  

A lesser-known category, corn whiskey is unique in that it doesn’t require aging in new charred 
oak; in fact, if aged, it must be either in uncharred or used barrels. Corn whiskey mash must be at 
least 80% corn and, given it is unaged or only lightly aged, it is a pale spirit with a sweet corn 



flavor. The famous “moonshine” unaged whiskeys are essentially corn whiskey. By law, if corn 
whiskey is aged in used or uncharred barrels for at least 2 years, it can be called straight corn 
whiskey (Cali Distillery, n.d.). Corn whiskey’s history goes back to American frontier distilling, 
where new barrels were costly, so using used barrels or none at all was common. 

American whiskey labels often include terms that convey something about how the whiskey was 
made. We have already discussed the terms “straight” and “single cask,” which is the same as 
“single barrel.” Some other terms you might see on labels include “cask strength,” “small batch,” 
“Bottled-in-Bond,” and “double-oaked.”  

A whiskey labeled as cask strength, also known as “barrel proof,” means it was not diluted with 
water after aging and prior to bottling. These expressions tend to be 100 to 130 proof, they have a 
premium price, and they are sought by enthusiasts for their intense, full flavor (TTB, 2024; 
Whisky Advocate, 2022). The term “full proof” has no legal definition in the U.S., and while some 
distilleries use it to mean the proof when the spirit entered the barrel, sometimes called “entry 
proof,” others use it synonymously with barrel proof, or some use it simply to indicate a higher 
proof than typical (Emen, 2024). 

Small batch and “very small batch” are marketing terms that are not defined in Title 27 of the 
Code of Federal Regulations. These terms imply the distillery mixed a limited number of selected 
barrels before bottling. However, this could be as few as five barrels or as many as five hundred—
there is no legal limit, and as long as they are not false or misleading, the labeling is permitted 
(27 C.F.R. §5.143, 2024; TTB, 2024). The concept originated with Maker’s Mark and Jim Beam 
in the 1980s to denote special bottlings (Cowdery, 2004). Consumers generally interpret small 
batch as a sign of careful selection and a more artisanal product, but consumers should know it 
isn’t regulated. 

In contrast, Bottled-in-Bond is a term that has very specific legal requirements. Coming from the 
historic Bottled-in-Bond Act of 1897, this term requires that the spirit comes from a single 
distillery; is from one distilling season; has not been blended with neutral spirits; was aged for at 
least four years in a warehouse under U.S. government supervision; and was bottled at exactly 100 
proof (TTB, 2024).  

Double-Oaked and double barrel are synonyms for a whiskey that has undergone a second barrel 
maturation period. For instance, “Woodford Reserve Double Oaked” is a straight bourbon that, 
after its initial aging, is re-barreled into a second, new charred oak barrel for additional aging. This 
extra exposure to fresh charred oak intensifies flavors of oak, toast, and vanilla. This is similar to 
finishing but requires the second barrel be new charred oak like the first. Often a double-oaked 
will mature in the second barrel for six to twelve months (Brown-Forman, 2019 tech sheet). 

In the U.S., if flavors are added to a whiskey, the product can no longer be labeled as just 
“whiskey,” it must be labeled as either “flavored whiskey” or a “whiskey specialty” 
(27 C.F.R. §5.143, 2024). Flavored whiskey is a separate class of spirit from true whiskey, and it is 
typically a mixture of whiskey with a flavoring like honey, cinnamon, peach, or apple, often with 
added sugar. These whiskey derivatives tend to be smoother and sweeter for easy consumption, 
they are often bottled at slightly less than 80 proof, and they typically aren’t aged (TTB, 2024). 

While American whiskeys date back to the 1800s, Irish whiskey is one of the oldest distilled 
spirits in Europe, and it has its own set of traditions and legal standards. By law, Irish whiskey 
must be made on the island of Ireland from a mash of cereal grains, distilled to less than 94.8% 



ABV, and aged at least 3 years in wooden casks (Irish Whiskey Technical File, 2014). Irish 
whiskey is known for its smooth, approachable taste, and one reason for this is that many Irish 
whiskeys are triple distilled. As noted earlier, the triple distillation raises the alcohol purity and 
removes some heavier fusel oils, yielding a lighter, “smoother” spirit with less burn.  

In contrast, most Scotch is double distilled, so the popular notion, encouraged by Irish whiskey 
marketing, is that triple distillation makes Irish whiskey smoother than Scotch. Indeed, a typical 
Irish whiskey might come off the still around 80% ABV versus ~70% for Scotch, leading to a 
lighter body (Malts.com, 2023). However, it’s not universally true that Irish whiskey is always 
triple distilled; some Irish distilleries use double distillation for certain products, and smoothness 
depends on multiple factors. Nonetheless, the triple distilled style characteristic of Jameson or 
Bushmills whiskeys has become a hallmark of Irish output, often described as very easy-drinking 
with a silky mouthfeel. 

Another distinctive traditional Irish category is “Single Pot Still Whiskey.” This style is unique to 
Ireland, and it’s made at one distillery, which is reflected by the word “single” on the label (Irish 
Whiskey Technical File, 2014, § 2.2). Single Pot Still Whiskey is made from a mixed mash of 
malted and unmalted barley, distilled in pot stills, and aged at least three years. Including 
unmalted barley, also referred to as raw barley, in the mash bill imparts a particular spicy, oily 
character. Redbreast and Green Spot are examples of Single Pot Still Irish whiskeys.  

Another key labeling term to know is “malt.” If a whiskey label has the word malt, it indicates that 
the mash bill is 100% malted barley. Therefore, a single malt whiskey is a 100% malted barley 
product produced at a single distillery rather than being a blend from many. The word “grain” on a 
label indicates other grains are included in the mash bill, usually corn or wheat for a lighter, 
sweeter flavor. Blended Irish Whiskey is the most common category, and these expressions 
combine two or more whiskey types from multiple distilleries under the guidance of a master 
distiller. Most Irish whiskey on the market, including standard Jameson, Tullamore D.E.W., and 
Bushmills Original, are blends of pot still or malt whiskey with lighter grain whiskey. 

By regulation, no additives except water and plain caramel coloring are allowed in Irish whiskey 
(Irish Whiskey Technical File, 2014, § 3.2). It must be bottled at minimum 40% ABV. Irish 
whiskeys are largely aged in ex-bourbon barrels or sometimes ex-sherry/port barrels, giving them 
golden color and subtle wood/toffee notes. Because of the typically unpeated (non-smoky) malt, 
unmalted barley, and triple distillation, Irish whiskey generally lacks the smoke and intense bite 
some Scotch whiskies have, making it very accessible. An example difference: a common Irish 
blend might be described as “lighter, smoother, and fruitier” compared to a typical Scotch. On the 
label of an Irish whiskey, you might also see the Gaelic words “uisce beatha,” which means “water 
of life” as a nod to heritage. 

There are many similarities between the requirements for Irish whiskey and Scotch and a few 
important differences, too. First, the commonalities: Scotch must be distilled from water, malted 
barley, and other cereal grains, distilled below 94.8% ABV, aged at least 3 years in oak casks not 
exceeding 700 liters, and bottled at minimum 40% ABV (Scotch Whisky Association, 2019). No 
flavoring additives are allowed, although water and coloring may be. An obvious difference is that 
while Irish whiskey must be made in Ireland, Scotch must be made in Scotland.  

Like Irish whiskey, Scotch has several accepted types, and the key words that define them are the 
same. A Single Malt Scotch Whisky is perhaps the most revered category. “Single Malt” means 
the whisky is the product of one single distillery and is made entirely from malted barley, and was 



distilled in pot stills. In practice, single malts are almost always double distilled. Examples include 
Glenfiddich, Macallan, and Laphroaig.  

Each distillery’s malt has its unique flavor profile, and some distillers dry their malted barley 
using peat fires, imparting a wood smoke, iodine, or peaty flavor, while others use wood or 
electric heating for fruity, rich, or sherried expressions. While not a labeling term per se, many 
Scotches advertise whether they are peated or not, because it changes the flavor profile so 
intensely. Irish and American whiskeys generally are unpeated, although these can be exceptions. 
So, the presence of smoke is often a quick differentiator in style between a Scotch from Islay or 
the Isles, like Lagavulin and Laphroaig, and a smooth drinking triple distilled Irish whiskey like 
Bushmills. 

Since 2012, single malts must be bottled in Scotland unless a rare exemption is given 
(EU Reg. 2019/787, Art. 22). While most single malts are double distilled, a few, like 
Auchentoshan, are triple distilled (Auchentoshan, n.d.). 

A single grain Scotch is whisky from one distillery that can include other grains besides malted 
barley; typically these are column-distilled, lighter whiskies made primarily from wheat or corn 
plus some malted barley, which is needed for its enzymes. These are typically higher in proof and 
milder than single malts (Scotch Whisky Technical File, 2019, § 2.3).  

A blended Scotch is the combination of multiple whiskies, which may include both single malts 
and single grains. Common examples include Johnnie Walker, Chivas Regal, Dewar’s, and 
Ballantine’s. A Blended Scotch may contain whisky from dozens of distilleries. Again, if 
provided, the age on a blended Scotch still refers to the youngest spirit in the blend. Many blends 
have no age, like Johnnie Walker Red Label, which means by default they’re at least 3 years old 
but are likely closer to 5 to 8 years. Blended Scotch is the majority of Scotch whisky by volume; 
it’s popular because it’s consistent and mixable. The flavor is usually smoother and less intense 
than many single malts, due to the high content of grain whisky and the blending of many sources. 

Canadian whisky has a long history and is known for being light and smooth, making it suitable 
for mixing. The regulations for Canadian whisky are that it must be a spirit distilled from a mash 
of cereal grains, aged for at least 3 years in “small wood.” Small wood means wooden barrels not 
larger than 700 liters, which is the standard size. Canadian whisky must be mashed, distilled and 
aged in Canada and bottled at least 40% ABV. Uniquely, Canadian regulations allow producers 
considerable leeway in blending: Canadian whisky may contain added caramel coloring and 
flavoring, and specifically may contain up to 9.09% of other added spirits (or wine), as long as 
those added spirits are aged at least 2 years. This is sometimes called the “9.09% or 1/11th rule” 
(Canadian Food and Drug Regulations, 2023, B.02.022). In practice, this means a Canadian 
whisky can include a small portion of sherry, bourbon, or rye as a flavoring element. This 
allowance is not usually obvious on labels, but it is a reason Canadian blends can have a subtle 
sweetness or wine-like nuance at times. It’s important to note that such added flavorings are 
typically spirits or wines, not artificial flavors. 

Traditional Canadian whisky is often a blend of different grain whiskies. A common production 
method is to distill a very high-proof base whisky from corn in a column still and age it in used 
barrels. This results in a light, almost vodka-like whisky with subtle flavor. Then separately distill 
lower-proof “flavoring whiskies” from rye or other grains, often in column and pot combinations. 
Those whiskeys are then aged in charred or new barrels for more intense flavor. After aging, these 
components are blended to achieve the desired profile. 



Historically, Canadian whisky was colloquially called "rye" because 19th-century Canadian 
distillers did often use some rye grain for flavor. Even if the actual rye content was low, the term 
stuck. So even today, Canadians might ask for “rye” to mean Canadian whisky in general, 
regardless of actual rye percentage, which is strikingly different than the U.S. minimum 51% 
requirement for rye whiskey (Shapira,  2014). 

To the consumer, Canadian whisky often comes across as smoother and lighter than bourbon or 
Scotch, and this lightness was historically intentional. During U.S. Prohibition and after, Canadian 
whisky gained a foothold in the U.S. partly because it was milder and appealed to a broad 
audience. The climate in Canada, particularly in Ontario and the prairies where production is 
centered, is variable with hot summers and cold winters, which contributes to aging. While there 
are some more robust modern offerings, a Canadian whisky without a special description can be 
assumed to be a blended whisky distilled mostly from corn with a touch of rye and an overall light 
flavor. 

Japanese whisky emerged in the early 20th century, heavily inspired by Scotch whisky in 
production techniques and style. For many decades, Japanese whisky wasn’t tightly regulated; 
producers often blended imported whisky with domestic product and would still call it “Japanese 
Whisky.” However, as of April 2021, new standards for labeling have been adopted by the Japan 
Spirits & Liqueurs Makers Association define “Japanese Whisky” more clearly. While not 
government law, these standards are widely being followed by major producers to ensure 
transparency and authenticity, especially for export markets. 

Under the new guidelines, to label a product as “Japanese whisky,” the production must meet 
several criteria: The malted grain, usually malted barley, must always be part of the mash, and 
other cereal grains can be used as well, but all grains and water must be sourced from Japan. This 
means they can no longer import bulk Scotch, blend it, and call it Japanese. The raw materials 
should be domestic, although some allowance exists for minor additives like caramel coloring.  
Mashing, fermentation, distillation, aging, and bottling must occur in Japan at a Japanese 
distillery. Distillation proof must be below 95% ABV, which is similar to Irish whiskey and 
Scotch (Japan Spirits & Liqueurs Makers Association [JSLMA], 2021). 

Again mirroring the EU rules for Scotch, Japanese whisky must be aged at least 3 years in wooden 
casks no larger than 700 liters, and bottled at a minimum of 40% ABV. Plain caramel coloring 
(E150) is allowed for color adjustment, as it is in Scotch, but no additives are allowed for flavor . 
If a spirit doesn’t meet all these requirements, producers agreed not to call it “Japanese whisky,” 
although they might just label the product “whisky.”  

Traditional Japanese whisky style is very much like Scotch; they produce both single malt 
whiskies and blended whiskies. Japanese distillers often purchase or produce neutral grain spirit as 
well, but in accordance with the code, any spirit used must be Japanese-made.  

One interesting facet is that Japanese whisky often uses a mix of barrels for maturation; ex-
bourbon barrels, sherry butts, and indigenous Mizunara oak casks, which impart a prized incense-
like aroma when used (Jim Murray, 2020; Suntory, 2022). They also sometimes use a small 
amount of peated barley in some malts. 

If you see “Japanese Whisky” on a label post-2024, it should meet the above standards. Some 
bottles might just say “Product of Japan” or the distillery name without clearly stating “whisky,” 
but generally, Japanese brands are adjusting labeling to either proudly say Japanese Whisky if they 



comply, or be more opaque if they are blends of international spirits. In those cases, they might 
label the spirit as “World Whisky” or just “Blended Whisky” without nationality (Whisky 
Advocate, 2023). 

Two of the most famous companies are Suntory, which owns Yamazaki, Hakushu, Chita grain, 
and produces Hibiki blends, and Nikka, which owns Yoichi and Miyagikyo distilleries. Newer 
distilleries have popped up in recent years, as Japanese whisky soared in global popularity after 
about 2010.  

In summary, major whiskey styles are often defined by specific ingredient proportions, production 
techniques, and aging requirements that give it a distinct identity: 

Bourbon: at least 51% corn, aged in new charred oak, made in the USA, typically rich and sweet, 
and labeled straight if aged at least 2 years.  

Tennessee Whiskey: bourbon made in Tennessee that is maple charcoal filtered for smoothness. 

Rye Whiskey: at least 51% rye grain, aged new charred oak, with a spicier flavor that is popular in 
cocktails.  

Irish Whiskey: made in Ireland, often triple distilled, usually includes an unmalted barley 
component, aged for at least 3 years and known for a smooth, drinkable character. 

Scotch Whisky: made in Scotland, typically double distilled and aged for at least 3 years, often in 
used bourbon barrels. Single malts may be bold, and some are smoky, briny, or peaty. 

Canadian Whisky:  made in Canada and typically multi-grain blends with a high corn and light rye 
mash bill and the freedom of the 9.09% rule. Aged for at least 3 years and commonly light and 
smooth. 

Japanese Whisky: made in Japan with a very Scotch-influenced style. 

These categories are not just names; they communicate to the informed consumer what flavor and 
quality to expect. For example, knowing bourbon is at least 51% corn and must be aged in new 
charred oak explains why it tends to have such pronounced sweet caramel-vanilla notes. In 
contrast, a single malt Scotch will have a strong malted barley flavor that will be made more 
complex by finishing in an ex-bourbon or sherry barrel. Some Scotches will have malted barley 
that has been peat-smoked, which will have an intense smokiness you won’t find in a typical 
blended grain spirit. Knowing Irish whiskey is often triple distilled helps one anticipate a lighter, 
smoother sip, and knowing Canadian whisky can include neutral spirit or wine clarifies why it 
often tastes milder. 

From the grain in the field to the label on the bottle, whiskey’s journey is guided by both tradition 
and law. We have contrasted whiskey’s makeup with other spirits, walked through its creation via 
fermentation and distillation, and dissected the nuances of each whiskey type’s regulations and 
terminology. In doing so, we revealed why a word as simple as “whiskey” (or “whisky”) actually 
encompasses a rich spectrum of spirits, each with its own story, flavor, and pedigree. Whether one 
prefers a peaty Scotch, a double-oaked bourbon, or a silky Irish dram, understanding the 
fundamentals and terms behind the spirit enriches the appreciation of your next glass of the “water 
of life.” 
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