
The History of Bourbon in Kentucky 

Bourbon is not just a type of whiskey; it is a symbol of American craftsmanship and 
cultural heritage, and its story is deeply rooted in Kentucky. Its origins trace back to the 
18th century, when settlers from Scotland, Ireland, and Wales brought their distilling 
knowledge to the American frontier. Kentucky’s limestone-rich soil provided excellent 
conditions for growing corn, a key ingredient in bourbon, while the natural limestone-
filtered water helped create a smooth, distinct flavor, differentiating bourbon from other 
whiskeys. 

The birth of bourbon is often associated with Elijah Craig, a Baptist minister, who is 
credited with aging whiskey in charred oak barrels around the late 1700s. Though this story 
may be more legend than fact, it is certain that Kentucky distillers began experimenting 
with barrel-aging techniques during this time, leading to the signature rich, caramel notes 
bourbon is known for today. By the early 19th century, bourbon had gained a reputation for 
quality and began shipping from Bourbon County, Kentucky, to New Orleans. Barrels 
marked with “Bourbon County” quickly gained recognition, and the name stuck, defining a 
distinct American spirit. 

The bourbon industry faced challenges with the onset of Prohibition in 1920, when 
distilleries across the U.S. were forced to close. However, a few distilleries were granted 
licenses to produce "medicinal whiskey," helping some survive the period. After 
Prohibition, the industry slowly rebuilt, but it wasn’t until the late 20th century that bourbon 
experienced a revival, spurred by an increase in demand for American-made products and 
a growing appreciation for artisanal spirits. 

Today, Kentucky produces about 95% of the world’s bourbon, and the industry 
contributes over $9 billion annually to the state’s economy. Many of the historic distilleries 
have been revitalized, with brands like Maker’s Mark, Woodford Reserve, and Jim Beam 
expanding their reach internationally. Bourbon tourism has flourished, with the Kentucky 
Bourbon Trail attracting hundreds of thousands of visitors each year. This resurgence 
underscores bourbon’s transformation from a regional specialty to a globally recognized 
and celebrated spirit, securing Kentucky’s status as the true home of bourbon. 

On our Tour along the Kentucky Bourbon Trail, we will be visiting Maker’s Mark for 
an included tour and tasting.  Optionally you can visit one of several other nearby 
distilleries, including Buffalo Trace, Bardstown Bourbon Company, Jim Beam and many 
others.  Earlier on our Tour you will have visited (and tasted) the Jack Daniels Distillery in 
Tennessee.  

  



 

Our Tour route takes us from Lexington (3 nights) to Bardstown (1 night) to Bowling 
Green (1 night) along the Bourbon Trail, so you might want to check out the region and 
perhaps pick your favorites as optional stopping points.  As always on my Tours, you are 
free to deviate from the planned route to indulge your personal passions.  Just show up at 
the night’s hotel!  Check out this website for more info:   

https://kybourbontrail.com/ 
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